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1 Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to propose a means tatiigeand evaluate key aspects of
language learning websites. A framework of evatiatias been created which allows
the researcher to evaluate a language learningit@ebserms of its benefits for
improving English grammar and writing skills. Sindigital content like language
learning websites are unlike printed learning makein many ways, it is important to
take into account other factors than those necgfsaa mere textbook analysis.
Therefore, the proposed evaluation criteria aredhas significant theoretical aspects
from general pedagogy, language learning theowyedisas multimodality and technical
usability. In order to test the validity of the fnawork, the evaluation criteria have been
applied to a language learning website of my choieeBBC Learning English. Each

of the established seventy-eight criteria has bested on the website, which has
enabled me to form a valid statement about theadivesability of the chosen website
and to judge the quality of the framework as welfecommend improvements for it.
The website tests have yielded fairly positive itssibut also served to identify the
major pedagogical, linguistic, multimodal and teicahproblems oBBC Learning
English. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that #medwork, despite issues
related to problems of definition, differing levelgsignificance or subjectivity, is a

valuable tool to evaluate a language learning wehsiterms of its overall usability.

The reasons for the choice of the topic are mashii@Given the fact that | study English
and Computer Science, both subjects | will be teacht a secondary school after
finishing my studies, the topic appealed to me feopedagogical, linguistic and
technical point of view. In addition, due to my \wa@xperience as software tester, | was
asked to help creating a language learning plat&mchcontribute language learning
content. At the beginning of the project, | wasrety intrigued by the idea of helping

to create a completely new language learning wedsitt | soon realized several
problematic issues. Despite the fairly appealiygla and overall functional
correctness, the website had deficiencies in t@fdesign, function and purpose,
which is why it did not appear to be a useful tmollanguage learning to me. This work
experience not only increased my overall intere$taw pedagogy, language and
technology can interact, but also made me choastofic of evaluating language

websites my focus of study.
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Despite the plethora of research on E-learningeimegal, my literature research
focusing on evaluating language learning websitésiot result in sufficient useful
results, which is why creating a framework of eatilon myself appeared to be a
logical consequence. The idea to combine pedadogigguistic, multimodal and
technical theories for the framework resulted fritve website selection process, in
which it became apparent that many language legqupontals did not manage to

combine pedagogical quality with an attractive affdctive page design.

All of these experiences made the focus of my mebe@ assess language learning
websites in terms of all the aspects that influgheeway a learner retrieves, perceives
and recalls information presented online. The imsig have gained in the course of
conducting the theoretical and empirical researelevboth greatly valuable and truly
captivating. Therefore, | want to provide importaatkground information of various
kinds that is necessary for a full comprehensiothefsubject matter, such as: What
types of computer-assisted language learning nadédeare available? What are the
advantages and disadvantages of digital learnirtgmas? Which spheres of influence
need to be considered when analysing languagenggptatforms? And what exactly

constitutes pedagogical, linguistic, multimodal aachnical usability?

In summary, in order to be able to analyse langleay@ing websites in terms of their
overall usability, it is important to combine thetical aspects originating from four
fairly distinctive disciplines. Furthermore, to liulinderstand issues related to
computer-assisted language learning, it is helpfieikamine historical and conceptual
aspects of digital learning opportunities in moeg¢adl. All of these considerations will

be further explored and discussed in the follonahgpters.

2 Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL)

This chapter focuses on the subject of computastasslanguage learning (CALL),
which kinds of learning opportunities it providds, history as well as its advantages

and disadvantages.
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2.1 Whatis CALL and where can we find it?

In order to fully understand the complexity of CALLis worthwhile to classify what
exactly computer-assisted language learning isy (#997:1) proposes the following
description: “[T]he search for and study of apgdi@as on the computer in language
teaching and learning.” (Levy 1997:1, in Fotos &®ne 2004:3). Beatty (2003:7)
suggests another definition for CALL: “[A]ny procem which a learner uses a

computer and, as a result, improves his or heruage.” (2003:7).

In addition to mentioning the didactic componenC&#LL, both descriptions consider
the computer to be the key element of computesessianguage instruction, which,
given the very name of this, is undoubtedly cotrelciwever, to refer to the computer
as the sole element might obscure the fact thatlOAdt only takes place with what
most humans may have in mind when thinking of apnater, that is, a desktop or a
notebook. Progress and innovation taken placedti¢hd of media technology within
recent years have led to the emergence of varithes devices which may encourage or
facilitate language learning, among them handheldogs such as mobile phones,
PDAs or elaborate MP3 players. Naturally, one aga@that tools like these do
constitute a particular kind of computer, but cagjlall of these devices ‘computer’
might be misleading to the average computer userthts reason, it seems useful to
suggest that CALL definitions should refer to tippleances in use as something else
than merely as ‘computers’, for example ‘programi@abectronic devices’ or any
other term that fits the purpose.

The slightly tricky issue of how to define compuéassisted language already implies
that CALL itself is a controversial but also highigscinating subject. This is also due to
the advancements in technology as well as the emeegof new language learning
theories, both of which have led to a plethoraigital learning opportunities and
materials. They comprise online and offline apptes) which in turn can be divided
into both language learning opportunities desigaedlintended for language learning
as well as “unintentional” learning opportunitid®ie market for online learning
materials seems to be particularly popular sindmematerials have at least three
major advantages: firstly, the content can be wgatlatuch more easily than, for
instance, producing a new version of a languagaileg CD-ROM or DVD. Secondly,
publishing learning materials online consideralalgilitates the distribution of the

materials and also enables the publishers to r@aatget audience that is significantly
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larger than the amount of offline customers. Thirdinline learning opportunities

become increasingly popular because, unlike tathli materials, the users are in many

cases, but not all, not charged for basic servitles.consequence of all these aspects,

however, is that the internet provides an overabood of content and services, which

makes choosing the right materials exceedinglyadiff and, sadly, often a matter of

mere coincidence.

In the field of computer-assisted language learningre seem to exist both fairly

traditional as well as rather modern approache®esigning digital learning materials of

all kinds. Furthermore, there are also a lot ofises and applications which, despite

not having been designed for CALL purposes, cam @ld language learning.

Considering this overabundance of materials, usisful to provide an overview of

some of the learning materials and opportunitias ¢tan be encountered with online or

offline appliances. Both types of materials, theigeated CALL materials in bold and

the unintentional language learning materialsahas, are illustrated ifable 1 below.

Please note that the information providedable 1 is solely based on my experience in

the field of digital language learning materialenfces and applications which are not

without of charge have been excluded from thignigst

writing speaking reading listening
peer correction peer voice chats reading activities listening exercises
peer chats didactic podcasts
email correspondence voice chats newspapers &magazines videos
forums blogs podcasts
chats online books online radio stations
blogs English application
social networks settings
vocabulary pronunciation grammar other

gap exercises
vocabulary check-ups
vocabulary look-ups
online dictionaries
encyclopedias in English
search engines as corpora
Instant search services

peer evaluation
self-recording

grammar explanations
gap exercises

yes/no tests
instructional videos

didactic games
computer games

Table 1 — overview of some digital language learning materials
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As can be observed Fable 1, it is apparent that most CALL materials deal with
vocabulary acquisition or extension. Vocabularyreises of various kinds can be easily
compiled due to the fact that it is comparativetgde to assess specific vocabulary
knowledge. Many of the vocabulary exercises foumdhe internet are gap exercises of
all kinds in which the learners have to find thereot expression for phrases illustrated
in a picture, paraphrased words or the like. Tlaeeealso online and offline vocabulary
check-up tools which enable the learner to cre@fiéativocabulary logs, categorize the
words or use the application for individual vocaylassessment based on the words
entered into the tool. In addition, some sites, mgnibem not only dedicated language
learning pages, offer the feature of vocabularkiaps which enable the learner to look
up the definition of a word through moving the @rsver the word. And there is, of
course, a great deal of free online dictionariesnyrof which enjoy great popularity
despite often lacking quality.

Moreover, in addition to specially designed vocabykxercises and tools, one can also
find various other online and offline services apglications which can be useful for
vocabulary extensioMikipedia, probably one of the best-known encyclopaedias, is
offered in various languages because it is maiathby users from various origins.

This is why much of the information about a spedifipic is available in other
languages too and described from the users’ culipeeific point of view. Thus, a
learner can also us#ikipedia as a reference work for idiomatic expressionstigho
looking up the term on théfkipedia portal available in his or her language (e.g.

www.wikipedia.de) and then viewing the same paigavailable, in English.

Another savvy way of utilizing internet resources Yocabulary extension is using
search engines as corpora. Many search engingscaf®mized search options and
Google, for example, also allows applying the wildcaréEcter which substitutes
for other characters in a longer expression. Ta@jogle search like “to * information
about” including the inverted commas provides miiB of textual results containing
suitable verbs instead of the wildcard characteshss “CTC has asked Royal Ml
provide information about their plans”, “[...] it is possibléo obtain information
about a property” or “[...] terrorists were using the dinento gain information

about [...]".

What is more, there are web-development technigsed to create interactive search

fields which are applied in many major websiteshsasAmazon or Google. These
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services can also be useful for broadening vocaplteowledge because they can be
used for providing search completions and suggestieor example, afimazon user
entering the word “bike” is displayed all phrasestaining the word “bike” at the
beginning of the phrase, such as “bike lock”, “bikek” or “bike trailer”. While this is
actually intended for supporting users in theirgjder specific information, Ajax is

also valuable for familiarising a learner with coommwords and concepts related to his

or her search phrase.

A lot of CALL materials also focus on grammar impement, but the effectiveness of
these materials is often questionable. In manys;dke material editors try to provide
detailed descriptions and explanations of spegifanmatical areas and complement
these with follow-up activities such as gap exagiand yes/no tests. However, many
of these online and offline CALL grammar materiedéinot be used as effectively as
printed materials. While detailed grammar explanatiand language samples in written
form may be useful for some learners in some cigtances, reading from a computer
screen tends to be less comfortable and lessesttithan reading from a hard copy
(Kamil, Pearson and Barr 2000:782). Some reseacuggest that this reduced
efficiency is reflected in a decrease of readinggesiof about twenty to thirty per cent
(Jacko 2007:384). Therefore, detailed grammar eglans presented on screens might
tend to be less efficient.

The increasing popularity of online videos has #sbto advancements in CALL with
respect to dealing with grammar issues, which ig imktructional videos seem to be
provided more frequently. These often feature padt:laimed language experts in
typical learning settings pictured with blackboaod$ook shelves behind them,
striving to explain grammar issues in traditionabiaconventional styles. While the
effectiveness of these instructional videos, jikst &ny learning material, may be
subject to individual evaluation, they are nonethglan intriguing addition to classic
CALL grammar materials. In addition, they pose reriesting alternative to written
grammar explanations as instructional videos msgy diminish the problem of

decreased screen reading efficiency.

Table 1 also shows that there are some intended learnatgrials available for
improving listening, reading and writing skills. kalistening and reading activities are
devised according to a similar design basis: fihst,textual or auditory content is

presented and then the user is prompted to ddavialp comprehension exercise, such
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as selecting the right answer out of a list of gegesponses or completing a
sequencing task. These activities are easily aaskessom a programming point of
view because it is clearly and uniquely definedakibof the provided answers are
correct. In addition, the internet in particulaoyides learners with plenty of other
opportunities for improving their reading and lrstgy skills. There is a plethora of
authentic written and auditory information in thend wide web, including online
versions of newspapers and magazines, blogs, vigedsasts, online radio stations
and even online books which are accessible frebafge. Some major radio stations,
such as th&BC, even offer specially designed didactic podcasticlvare intended for

language learners of different proficiency levels.

What is more, technical devices of various kind® @&nable users to set the language of
their appliances, such as their internet browseodile phones, MP3 players or
favourite websites, to English. Therefore, learmmans explore the English language by
performing familiar actions and handling well-knovaguests in English, such as
“Compose a new message”, “Skip to next track”, 4o really want to delete this
folder?” or “Invite your friends to this event.”hus, using English appliance settings
may aid reading comprehension and can also imprther skills such as spelling,
discovering and understanding grammatical concegtending vocabulary knowledge

and more.

Nonetheless, the matter is more complex when itesoto facilitating and assessing
language production. A solely computer-based amprt@dealing with writing skills is

a difficult matter because aspects like correctna@estivity or register are difficult
enough to be assessed by humans, let alone compliter speaking can only be
meaningful if the subject who is being talked talde to relate their answer to what has
been said, put the reply in a meaningful contextt ltow other invaluable human
qualities. Despite the fact that computerized axtdon and robotics have developed
considerably, it seems as yet impossible for artieahdevice to interact to one hundred
per cent as sensibly, intuitively and creativelyadsuman. From a personal, ethical
point of view, this will hopefully never be achielat all.

However, the increasing impact of social netwonkd ather applications which
facilitate interactive information sharing has patiee way for innovations in the
context of CALL too. One example of a novel wayrtgprove writing skills by means

of computer-aided language learning materials & perrection and peer
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communication. While this idea as such is not nasither in the field of Language
Learning nor in that of CALL, the fact that soamgtworking has become enormously
popular has also led to the development of peenileg platforms likeLivemocha®. Its
organizational design resembles familiar social stebctures in that users are required
to register and provide personal information tsahen made visible to other users. In
contrast to other social networks, howevagvemocha is mainly interested in which
language(s) the user speaks as his or her motlgere¢s), which languages he or she
has been learning and what their level of proficiets. This information is then used to
suggest language activities. Among these are aldmgvassignments and peer chats,
both of which heavily depend on the feedback amapetation of other users. The
learners can complete writing tasks that are tloerected and commented on by other
users who are either native speakers of that lagegaafeel proficient enough to
identify mistakes and other issues. In additionpyn@embers also strive to improve
their language skills through chatting or voicettihg with native speakers of their

choice.

Livemocha also offers peer feedback facilities for pronutioraby providing texts

which the learners can record while reading aldin recordings are then posted to the
platform for feedbackAccording to my own experience, the other membéthe
community are very eager to submit feedback orstiinissions because they are
rewarded for every peer review on the basis ob#gim-internal credit system. This
system of peer correction and communication woekdly well due to the fact that
Livemocha has a sufficient number of users. While the platfatself does not provide
any official member statistics, research compl@te2D08 has shown thatvemocha
features more than 350,000 users from over 200tdear{Harrison and Thomas
2009:116)Wikipedia even claims over 5 million members (11 Aug 201038pm).

In addition to intended CALL materials, the interatso offers a lot of other
communication opportunities that can be usefulrfgrroving writing skills. First to
mention is email correspondence, which in the f@#I€ALL has been described as
such: “[... A]n effective medium for interculturekchanges and collaborative writing
projects between students in different countriesh@ps even assisting L2 learners
corresponding with native speakers to notice andrporate L1 discourse patterns into
their writing.” (Davis and Thiede 2000, in Hylan@(3:157). Other ways of

! Websites mentioned in this paper, all printed in italics, are fully listed in the literature list at the end of
the paper
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communicating using internet technologies includeous kinds of forums, chats,

social networks or blogs, all of which can be usedstablish or maintain written
exchanges between learners or native speaBB€SLearning English, the website that
will be analysed for the empirical part of thiseasch, even offers, among other writing
opportunities for users, a student blog which eesldarners to maintain a regularly
updated blog that is commented and responded ¢otégcher and the other users in the

community.

Finally, | would like to point out the last group @ALL materials listed inTable 1.
Didactic games, for example in the form of languksgening games on CD-ROM, have
been around for decades, but in recent years ey lbeen challenged by online
alternatives which are free of charge. Despitendfteing limited to less comprehensive
activities, a lot of interactive language learnmmgterials are available online, which
suggests that they enjoy widespread popularitaduiition to using specially designed
language learning games, players can also imptwielanguage skills through
installing and playing their favourite computer gamnin English. This is not only
restricted to computers in the limited sense oktigxs or laptops but can also be
applied to console and mobile games. Similar tanghny device settings to English,
learners can explore the English language by Usiglish game settings, a language
discovery which is also enriched by auditory aretgrial information which helps to

link the presented words to the relevant concepts.

The CALL materials presented in this chapter sugtyed many CALL materials are
easily accessible and can be highly useful for onipig English language skills.
Furthermore, it has been shown that language leguopportunities can also be
encountered in rather unexpected digital cont&ts.internet in particular provides
enormous potential for CALL because it is a digitglresentation of the human world.
As such, learners can get access to native speakiels and inside information that

used to be reserved for people residing in thesadio places.

However, in spite of all this language learninggmbial, it is necessary to discuss which
other judgements have to be made about CALL. Wihetlhef the above presented
materials constitute a valuable addition to tradiél materials and whether they can
even replace the real-life teacher as such witlibeussed in chapter 2.2. Yet to get a
better understanding of why and how computer-assisinguage learning has come

into being, it is first useful to take a brief loakthe history of CALL.
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2.2 A brief history of CALL

The background information provided in this chajgeunless stated otherwise, based
on Levy (1997:14-42).

Frederic Skinner’s influential behaviourist wovkrbal Behaviour (1957), which
illustrated the behaviourist theories of stimuleésponse and reinforcement, had
considerable influence on the ways of how languwzgsd be taught and learned. A
popular approach to language learning based othésies was the audio-lingual
approach. It emphasized that speaking was praatieesd successfully through
imitation and repetition, for instance by carryimgt speaking drills which, in case of
correct responses, were positively reinforced. feafFreeman 1986:43, in Levy
1997:14). Another leading approach to languagelegirin the late 1950s was
programmed instruction, which promoted the useathing machines for individual
instruction. Software developers soon comprehetitcexercises based on these
language learning approaches were easily implerblentiue to the “systematic and
routine character” and “lack of open-endednesghes$e practise drills. (Kenning and
Kenning 1990:53, in Levy 1997:15).

One of the most influential computer-aided languagening programmes at that time
was PLATO (short for Programmed Logic for Automdieaching Operations), which
was developed at the University of lllinois in 198®spite major modifications and a
series of extended functions added within the yehits existence, it was already
recognized at the time of its first initiation that automated learning programme could
not cater for all the language learning needs,@saiiein the field of speech production
and understanding. Despite its influential rol€iLL, PLATO mainly served to
practice more mechanical activities such as voeapuand grammar drill. While drill
exercises were also considered valuable in thgtft@litated teachers to free class
time for more communicative activities, it was clé@at PLATO could not substitute

teacher instruction and assistance (Hart 1981nlPevy 1997:16).

Another project initiated in 1971 was TICCIT (Tirskared, Interactive, Computer-
Controlled Information Television) which originalllowed instructors to contribute to
the types of materials that would be taught. Atlibginning, a fairly prescriptive

approach was adopted, since the authors couldhfioeénce how the materials were to
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be taught. However, the system was later modifretienabled the authors to use the
defined teaching models or develop their own. Niogless, researchers became
somewhat dissatisfied with behaviourist approatbésnguage learning and so in the
1970s a new and far-reaching approach, Communé&htinguage Teaching (CLT)

emerged.

CLT was regarded as a communication-centred resporisehaviourist views and
adopted the position that communicative competshoeld be the goal of language
teaching. Thus, the teaching of the four langu&gks should be based on procedures
which acknowledged the interdependence of langaagecommunication rather than
treating language in isolation (Richard and Rod&&6:66, in Levy 1997:22). This new
attitude to language learning as well as rapid gharn computing had considerable
effects on the nature of computerized language naéteWith the introduction of the
microcomputer, the first workstation for personséuthe 1980s saw a boom in
computer-aided language learning. It enabled mtd/geachers to develop their own
digital learning materials, most of which centreduad one single activity and
exercises such as text reconstruction, speed igaghup filling, simulation and
vocabulary games (Wyatt 1984, Underwood 1984, wylk097:23).

Although the rise of personal computers saw a cenable increase in CALL
programmes, researchers soon came to the conchlinsibtechnology and
Communicative Language Teaching were conflictirepldgies. Despite the fact that
technical devices were regarded as having condildepatential for language learning,
they nonetheless lacked the potential to advaneeramicative competence. With the
rise of computer-mediated communication (CMC),ewample through emails,
discussion boards or chats, the scope of compidedd&anguage learning was extended
to a new dimension. The potential of CMC for Comimative Language Teaching was

soon realized, but also raised a number of newtiqunss

These issues will be discussed in more detailemiixt chapters. Yet before moving on
to a critical discussion of the options and issafesomputer-aided language learning, it
is worthwhile to conclude the historical view of ClAwith the following quotation by
Levy (1997):

Finding an appropriate role for the computer, m light of technological options
available at any given time, has remained an igsugD]etermining what computers

can and cannot do, is as pertinent now as it was Biven that change is likely to
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continue, the role of the computer will need tacbatinually reassessed over time.
Moreover, ascribing a role for the computer hadiiagions for the role of the teacher,
and for the ways in which material content andvétats are distributed between the
two, especially if work conducted at the computsst away from the computer is to be

properly integrated. (Levy 1997:42)

Considering the fact that the publishing date ofytework Computer-assisted

Language Learning: Context and Conceptualization was in the 1990s, the above quoted
conclusion is accurately modern and still holdg tila addition, Levy (1997) also

points out that computers, if employed sensibly, loa valuable tools for language
learning (Levy 1997:33). Therefore, | will now tuima detailed discussion of how

computerized learning materials of various kinds @acannot aid language learning.

2.3 Options and issues of CALL

The following chapter serves to give an overvievthef options and issues of computer-

aided language learning. The advantages of CALlenas will be discussed first.

When talking about CALL materials, it is worthwhti@ point out that one of their

major benefits is that they can cater for greatd¢henticity. But since the concept of
authenticity tends to be a delicate subject faydists, it seems worthwhile to establish
what is considered to be authentic and what isWaldowson (1979) claims that
authenticity is nothing that resides in texts ashsbut that it can only be created by the
user’s interaction with the materials. This intéi@t should be based on “appropriate
response” of the user in the sense that the textidhincorporate the intentions of the
user (Widdowson 1979:166, in Kramsch 1996:179)nk&eh (1996:178) further goes
on to exemplify this argument by illustrating itdkugh the following example: if
learners of German are given a German menu toipeaetading prices or to learn the
endings of adjectives, this menu could not be aw@rsid authentic for the purposes of
the learners. Despite its being a genuine texipiild not be used in the way the
restaurant had intended nor in a way real customeutd use it. (Kramsch 1996:178)
She further emphasizes Widdowson’s concern thamcjitical acceptance of the need
to present learners with “authentic data” can leaan avoidance of pedagogic
responsibility.” (Widdowson 1979:171, in KramscR$9179) and stresses the fact that
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it is somewhat problematic to adopt the social emtions of the target language

society, as this is certainly no guarantee for piarece or social integration (181).

In addition, Widdowson (1978:80, in Tomlinson 2088) also differentiates between
what is authentic and what is genuine. As discuabede, for him ‘authentic’ is a
quality that does not reside in the texts as suthstcreated through the user’s response
to the materials. ‘Genuine’, on the other hand, idne a fixed quality and refers to the
materials as such, irrespective of the user’'saateyn with them. In a nutshell,
authenticity, from Widdowson'’s point of view, igjaality that depends on both the text
and the user’s response to it. While it seems ptyfeeasonable to distinguish between
these two concepts, using the expression ‘authieatrefer mainly to a text’s relevance
for the user might be somewhat confusing. Thisuis @ the fact that many SLA and
ELT researchers, such as Hedge (2000), Celce-M(26i22), Tomlinson (2007) or
Nguyen (2008), strongly argue for the use of ‘antiteé materials, but use the term to
refer to the quality Widdowson (1978) calls ‘gereiiriTherefore, | will also use the
term ‘authentic’ in Widdowson’s sense of ‘genuindédge (2000:67), for example,
argues that learners who only deal with inauthem@terials in classroom often face
demoralization when experiencing real language eisagside the classroom due to the
contrasting level of difficulty and style. Howevehe also incorporates Widdowson’s
(1978) considerations about authenticity in hemgi@nd emphasizes that the materials
should not just be authentic, but authentic insiaese of relevant to the needs of the
learners (Hedge 2000:67).

The issues discussed above demonstrate that teptasf authenticity is complex and,
due to the relative vague nature of the term ‘autibe tends to create confusion.
Personally, | do not agree with the assumptionadhahcongruence of intention and
usage cannot be considered authentic. In my opiaiomenu, for example, is authentic
for the needs of the learner if the learner cantifiewith its context and is interested in
the subject, irrespective of whether he or she tieemenu according to what it has
been intended for or not. For example, a cook meginy exploring grammar and
reading prices with the help of a menu more thah amy other text. To me,
authenticity in the context of language learningre always be related to authentic

use due to the fact that the learning setting caalmays be compared to the real world.

Yet Widdowson'’s fear of a thoughtless approach tdwauthentic materials is clearly

legitimate with regard to CALL or to the dealingtivonline information in general.



14

This is why the teacher, despite the apparent kedaher autonomy, plays an important
role in CALL, which will also be discussed in tlusapter later on. Nevertheless, while
the degree of authenticity of a text might not tsnaple thing to determine, it is a fact
that computer-assisted language learning also @npiiat more authentic or genuine
material is available because, as Nguyen (2008)ipu{t]he internet is a living thing.”
(Nguyen 2008:136). And this supply of materials,chnsed wisely and critically,

introduce learners to a whole new world of autheimfiormation.

Another major advantage of computer-assisted laggiearning is that the use of
technology creates motivation. Hyland (2003) st#tes “[e]vidence suggests that the
use of computers provides a stimulating learnindy@mmunication environment [...].”
(2003:172). Likewise, the use of the internet @lsems to encourage learning according
to Morall (1999) who carried out a study askingdstuts about their attitudes towards
the internet and learning. He points out that fefity per cent of the students thought
that the use of the internet had increased theifivaton to study (Morall 1999, in
McGrath 2002:128). One reason why computers inergasgivation to study might be
the fact that many learners use computers anditemet in their leisure time and thus
connect time spent in front of such a device widapure rather than work.

Furthermore, computer-aided language learning niighegarded as less tedious
because it involves colourful, eye-catching elemeamd requires the user to get actively

involved by clicking and typing.

In addition, the internet in particular createsrarentive for the users to get involved
more deeply and frequently because there are syalsomething ‘fresh’. The
somewhat irresistible appeal of this extensiveetgrof regularly updated information
in turn might increase learner autonomy, becausentbtivational appeal of CALL
materials can be high enough to encourage learo@rsgage with the materials
autonomously. Egbert (2005:131) points out thatmaier activities can support ‘flow’,
that is, the optimal learning experience and tledirig of having the touch (2005:131).
She argues that ‘flow’ can contribute to more dffecor more motivated language
learning due to the fact that computer activiteatfire tasks which provide users with

challenge and control at the same time (ibid.).

Moreover, when it comes to providing up-to-dateteanwithin a short period of time,
updating digital materials is a matter that invahess effort or time than updating

printed materials. Additionally, the comparativeiynple maintenance of these
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materials also has other positive effects: firgthgduction and maintenance costs of
websites can be kept fairly low, which also implieat users are often not charged for
valuable information and services. As a resultrsisan access much of the content
provided, for instance, by their favourite forelgewspapers or magazines free of
charge and are thus not forced to spend a lot oieynon costly foreign reading.
Furthermore, the content can also be accessedobderdevices, provided required
technical preconditions are fulfilled. Finally, dieg with technical devices and

computer applications may help learners to incréasie overall computer literacy.

As regards a more pedagogical point of view, tlaeeealso a number of advantages
which are worthwhile mentioning. Since computens peovide multimodal

information, i.e. textual, visual or auditory infoation, CALL materials also tend to be
beneficial for learners due to their ability toexafor various learner styles. Moreover,
Egbert (2005:133) emphasizes that computers carbal®eneficial for language
learning because they provide nonjudgmental, imatedeedback, but at the same time
allow learners to remain anonymous (2005:133). Aalakally, this ability to provide
immediate feedback can help learners to develamaaticity. As Derewianka (2007)
points out, in the early days of CALL, computergeveonsidered and applied mainly
as drill masters. Though drilling nowadays has begpfaced by more modern teaching
methods, he argues that this facility can be maeeofiin order to help learners to
individually develop automaticity with specific isss that need repetition. Therefore,
the time saved by avoiding repetition exercisedass could then be used for practicing
skills that actually require human interaction. (®eianka 2007:201). One example of
such CALL materials which help developing automgtits the use of vocabulary
check-up tools. These enable learners to keepithdil/vocabulary logs that they can

also use for individual, automated vocabulary ceeck

Yet also with regard to speaking, listening andingi skills, digital learning materials
have plenty to offer. The internet provides leasnegith a lot of speaking opportunities
with language peers or native speakers, for examalanguage learning platform
voice chats or internet telephone services su@kge. It is even simpler to establish
written contact with users learning or speakingttirget language, since services such
as chats, forums or blogs can be easily accesskdsaal to facilitate learner
collaboration. In addition, the internet also featuinumerous music, radio and video

platforms that enable users to gain access towsaaditory materials in English.
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Furthermore, Derewianka (2007:208) points out @@akL materials can improve
writing due to the fact that they facilitate sonidghe stages in the writing process
which he describes as such: modelling the genrapdstrating the process,
brainstorming and researching, drafting, confemremeind revising and editing. The
writing genre could be modelled through providinggaple text of the genre which can
be easily obtained through the internet. To denmatesthe process, Derewianka (2007)
suggests joint collaboration of the learners whaldevrite a text together using a word
processor or any other useful digital writing tdalich a tool would also be beneficial
for the drafting process because learners maytddrg out ideas more freely when
changes can be easily made undone. And brainstgramad researching as well as
editing could also be facilitated since the weldléal for finding ideas and expressions,
both for the initial stage of the drafting procasswell as for editing, for example

through the use of a concordance tool. (Derewi&Kx:208).

Nonetheless, in spite of all the praise of CALIsialso important to point out that
computer-assisted language learning also posesa$@veblems. | have mentioned
earlier on that the internet, as one significastnegle of CALL materials, provides an
enormous variety of useful and authentic conteotvéler, the fact that the information
gathered on the web is created by an unimaginabteer of individual authors also
raises questions of quality and ownership. As Deaeka (2007:215-216) indicates, the
internet has created new definitions of ownerskigeat is hardly ever produced by one
individual but often through some kind of collabttwa (2007:215-216). Unfortunately,
however, learning materials as well as non-didaotmmation do not always clearly
indicate where the information has been gathe@u,fiwhich not only causes

confusion with the users but may also lead to agpyiissues.

Another negative yet highly prominent aspect of CAhaterials is the fact that the
sheer variety of materials makes it a challengimg) ttme-consuming task to distinguish
between high-quality materials and inadequate con®hile this certainly applies to
general media content, the field of language |egymaterials is also affected by the
overabundance of net information.Google search of the phrase “learning English
online” yields about 72,700,000 results (12 Auda(i0, 14:16, X

With such a gigantic number of search results, Hownexperienced language learners
know where to find CALL materials that strive totheir needs rather than that of the
creators? The position of the search result withénsearch engine context is not

necessarily an indicator of quality or populardy,it is becoming increasingly popular
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to perform valid and invalid search engine optirtieg®s in order to manipulate search

result positions.

Other problematic issues include computer literaay financial aspects. While CALL
materials may fascinate technophiles and othentdolyy enthusiasts, some learners
might not feel comfortable with using technical meg for language learning at all,
either due to personal attitudes or computer liedeficits. Moreover, while computers
and other appliances such as mobiles, PDAs and mayebe highly beneficial for
improving English language skills, purchasing théseices also presupposes a certain
level of financial liquidity. At the same time fé®y uncomfortable with CALL or being
subject to financial constraints could also leathtweased group pressure and
stigmatization, since the use of computers andradodinologies in various areas of life
has become a part of every-day life for many pedpligmatization may also affect
countries which lack the financial and educatisiahdards commonly found in many

Western countries.

A possibly less significant negative aspect of CAlhich should nevertheless be
mentioned, is the fact that technical appliancaBne services in particular, are always
subject to the functional correctness of variolieoservices. Therefore, technical
problems may lead to slow access or even inacékysith the materials and, in turn,
frustration of the users. Moreover, it should benlean mind that despite the
advancements in information technology, printedjlaage learning materials still tend
to be more robust, independent of energy resoamegjuite possibly longer-lasting as

well.

In addition to looking at all these general aspdtis also worthwhile to consider
problematic linguistic and pedagogical aspects.l®hhas been pointed out earlier on
that CALL materials and information gathered onititernet can help to improve
listening, speaking and writing skills, this mayt be the case for reading skills. Despite
the fact that the internet offers valuable speaifjcdesigned reading materials and also
other useful services such as online books, magazand newspapers, many people
still find reading printed information more comfalole than reading from screens (De
Ridder 2003:1, Kamil, Pearson and Barr 2000:783|i@ub-Deville 2000:57).
Computer screens are being continually improvedraoce practical reading

appliances, such as E-Readers or tablet comparerbeing developed. Yet it still
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seems somewhat unrealistic that people will rggeicited resources in favour of reading

from screens.

Another, more serious issue is that computers dgmowide human-like feedback and
thus are unable to replace human interaction parthave mentioned several methods
of how to incorporate computer interaction intogaage learning, for instance
Derewianka’s (2007) view that programmed feedbaoklme useful for developing
automaticity or that computers facilitate collalioma between learners through the use
of interactive applications. The fact remains, hearethat the computer is not a
language feedback provider of its own right, butehethe medium of communication
and distribution between human beings. Hyland (2003 puts it this way:

“Computers do not represent a method but can ket tossupport a variety of methods.”
(Hyland 2003:172). Taking as example writing skilie further claims that computer-
assisted language learning should not take placgletely autonomously. He states
that “[...] the use of computers in a writing cairs only effective when they are
integrated into a sustained, coherent programatf@ts learners some control over their

learning and guidance from teachers.” (Hyland 2003).

Hyland’s (2003) comment above also implies that jgotars, irrespective of their
usefulness for language learning purposes, caeptaae teachers, “but crucially
depend on them.” (Hyland 2003:172). Loveless (2093} points out that teachers are
not just important with respect to the provisionrdbrmation, the retrieval of which
computers can facilitate, but also key figureseggmrds the “guided construction of
knowledge”. (Loveless 2003:199). However, the iasneg use of digital learning
materials leads to a change in perspective asdsdlae role of the teacher. Arndt et al
(2000:219) emphasize that teachers should be aw#ne fact that their role has
changed and accept this role by emphasizing thaftt§achers should perceive
themselves not as founts of received wisdom alamguage, but rather as those who
help their learners to become, like themselvesloegrs of language.” (Arndt et al
2000:219).

What Loveless (2003:199) describes as “guided coctstn of knowledge” also
involves another crucial challenge for teachersnéie learners aware of the content
issues that internet exploration for learning psgsomay raise. Nguyen (2008:138)
mentions the problems of inappropriate content@adiarism. He points out that,

while the internet also features websites thatuaeful for learners, it also includes
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inappropriate content in abundance, such as sexasst or ideologically loaded
content. He further states that, due to the pletldinformation and the often
inadequate way of labelling original authors, lessnare easily tempted into neglecting
copyright issues and thus committing plagiarismguien 2008:138). Consequently,
teacher guidance in CALL is an important aspectbse learners should be made
aware of their responsibility to deal with interingormation in a sensible and mature

manner.

Another problematic aspect of CALL is linguistiglstand appropriateness. Crystal
(2006:26) emphasizes the varying aptitude of compassisted language learning and

the linguistic challenges it poses to learnersthiirgy the following:

There are [...] certain traditional linguistic afties that [the internet] can facilitate very
well, and others that it cannot handle at all. €hae also certain linguistic activities
which an electronic medium allows that no other imedcan achieve. How do users

respond to these new pressures, and compensaistioglly? (Crystal 2006:26)

He suggests that the language used on the inteaseteveloped to become a new style
of its own which he calls ‘Netspeak’, i.e. “writinge way people talk” (Crystal
2006:27). He points out that there are significhfierences between spoken speech
and Netspeak, as the latter is also subject taakgenre-specific influences, such as
time delay and the user’s need to create a panadayegto be able to express him- or
herself more clearly. (2006:28-37). Crystal (20@6%4) also explains that Netspeak in
certain aspects differs from written language @uwerefore, he concludes that
“[n]etspeak is identical to neither speech nor wgt but selectively and adaptively
displays properties of both.” (Crystal 2006:51) jethmakes dealing with this new and
hard to classify language style somewhat diffidutttherington (2005:121) highlights
some other problems of CALL in terms of linguistigpropriateness by asking what
appropriate digital language is in “these timesreftive wavering norms”or what the
new reference guides should be given these changimgys. He also emphasizes the
problem of which sources learners who are strifimghaturalness should prefer.
(Lotherington 2005:121)

Lotherington (2005:122) also emphasizes that tleeofispell and grammar checkers
may have considerable influence on pedagogical.ditms problem with these
computerized language tools, she argues, is thahgvprogramme users are often not

aware of the spell checker and thus do not notieeges that are being made in the
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process of writing. Therefore, learners would bered of the necessity to realize and
reflect on their errors (ibid.). Beaumont and O&ri(2000:63) mention a similar
problem in their research diary: “Because a docurpented out from the word
processor looks good, the idea of working at a dekgvel was hard for many [students
of the researched learner group].” (Beaumont arigfi@h 2000:63). And since the use
of writing programmes and spell checkers has bedooreasingly popular,
Lotherington (2005:122) further expresses the conttet literacy soon might be

regarded unnecessary at all.

The above discussion has shown that the use débigarning materials proves a
highly complex issue, because CALL can be both fi@akand valuable as well as
somewhat problematic for language learning. Moreavstill seems too early to form
a conclusive judgement about CALL due to the fhat the use of digital materials, the
world wide web in particular, is a relatively neppsioach to language learning. Huh
and Hu (2005:15) state that, because of the noeéltyany CALL materials, teachers
tend to be easily impressed too. Therefore, theghasize the need to always strive to
find a tool’s limitations, irrespective of how caént a teacher feels about a CALL
appliance and stress not to take any materialisevdr granted just because it is new.
(Huh and Hu 2005:15). Given the increasing poptylai information technology, this
seems to be a highly valuable remark that is wdntlewemembering, especially when

it comes to using or evaluating CALL materials.

Therefore, adequate teacher training, criticaludison, thorough evaluation and
intelligent integration are some of the key elersaitsuccessfully integrating
computer-assisted language learning into traditiapproaches to language learning
and teaching. Both the positive as well as the tnagaspects of CALL should always
be borne in mind whenever dealing with computerebdddanguage learning.
Nevertheless, despite all the problems that haea bacountered and probably still will
be encountered when dealing with computer-assiategiage learning, this chapter has
also illustrated that digital learning materialsvafious kinds can prove a valuable
addition to classical learning approaches. Inltgis, this research paper is further
concerned with how language experts can evaluatgiége learning materials in terms

of their overall usability.
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3 Research issues

3.1 Creating a framework of evaluation

In order to evaluate language learning websitas,imhportant to take into consideration
relevant theoretical aspects of various domainstlij when talking about language
learning, it is naturally inevitable to access sabsal insights gained from second
language acquisition (SLA) theory, but also fromeal learning pedagogy.
Furthermore, like printed course books, online malefeature pictures and graphics
that also influence the intake to a certain degsdéch is why it is also valuable to
consider multimodality and visuality when analysthg impact of any language
learning materials. In addition to these aspebtsdigital representation of learning
materials adds yet another dimension to an evaluatiamely the consideration of

various technical aspects.

Thus, a language learning website evaluation isarsttaightforward matter, which, on
the one hand, is due to the fact that various teedrom different disciplines with
differing focal aspects have to be regarded foriomestigation. On the other hand,
testing theories in practice is a tricky mattepezsally in the context of the Humanities.
Designing an evaluation framework ideally meanskireg down theoretical aspects
into easily answerable units. The concept of lagguaowever, seems more
indeterminate in comparison to the natural scien€esthis reason, it seems reasonable
to combine two different approaches to websitewatadn based on a classification
made by Tomlinson (2007) who distinguishes betweaterials evaluation and
materials analysis. For him, an evaluation is gesitive assessment of materials that
focuses on the users of the materials and theicisfion them. An analysis, on the other
hand, is objective and factual and typically cotsstd a set of questions that can be
answered only with “yes” or “no” (Tomlinson 2007:186).

In spite of Tomlinson arguing that, due to theiosgly differing natures, these two
approaches should be handled separately (Toml280%:16), | will combine both
methods for my analysis. A language learning welestamination cannot be simply
classified as either evaluation or analysis fordble reason that any insights drawn
from an examination should be guided by theory Wimcthis case originates from very

distinct disciplines representing even more distapproaches. With several rivalling
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language learning theories, SLA and language legrini general are very complex
issues and thus it is not possible to provide iefiset of principles for language
learning (Lightbown & Spada 2006:45-46). This iretatinate nature of language
already implies that in most cases it is only megful to assess SLA usability on the
basis of an evaluation as defined by Tomlinson 7200n the other hand, Computer
Science is based on a more finite set of rulesadodic according to which elements
can mostly contain two possible values, namelye'tiar “yes” and “false” or “no”.
This approach implies that it is only relevant amelaningful to deal with determinate
elements and features, which is why it seems mes&ulfor computational issues to
conduct an analysis rather than an evaluationtipurpose of my research featuring
both analytical and evaluative elements, it theeetppears reasonable to combine
analysis and evaluation. However, as the main @aed my investigation is to judge
linguistic and pedagogic aspects and for the simgdson of avoiding further

confusion, | will henceforth refer to my researchaa evaluation.

Lastly, | would like to stress that the framewoflewaluation has been developed with
due care and diligence. Nonetheless, it may bedbke that some criteria overlap with
theoretical approaches other than those they argresl to. In addition, there might
also be evaluation criteria bearing resemblanaegiteria examined in other sections of
the framework. All this is due to the fact thapuigh the criteria derive from four
different theoretical approaches, some considerst@we based on similar ideas. This
may be particularly evident in the case of prinegolrom the field of pedagogy and
Second Language Acquistion as well as with critbased on multimodal and technical
theory. This occasional blend of ideas, howevesukhnot be regarded as a research
limitation, but may rather be considered to beaopof how intricate language learning

websites are and how closely the underlying thealetoncepts are sometimes related.

3.2 Research aim and methodology

The aim of this research is to create, on the lmsasguments from current theories, a
framework for website evaluation which serves t&ena reliable judgment on
pedagogical, SLA, technical as well as multimodual gisual aspects of usability and to
verify the framework by testing the created usgbdomponents with two language

learning websites. Pedagogical usability implied the website should consider
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general conditions of didactic environments. Lirsgigi usability, or sometimes referred
to as SLA (Second Language Acquisition) usabilgyntended to cover how the
website deals with general issues related to lagglearning, in particular dealing with
grammar and writing. Multimodal usability is coneed with how textual, auditory,
visual or animated information is presented andtindrethe website takes into
consideration the interchanging influence of muttdal information. Technical
usability means that the website should fulfil agrtconditions of providing a well-

implemented, user-friendly, functionally and orgaationally correct web application.

The criteria for this framework of evaluation @@&sed on significant theoretical
aspects from pedagogy, language teaching and S¢éemgiliage Acquisition,
multimodality and Computer Science. These aspeetdiacussed in more detail in the
respective chapters (5 to 8) and are then usednpase four different sections of the
framework, all of which contain a list of critenéhich in total are numbered from 1 to
78. Each of the criteria is listed as a polar qoadbgether with four evaluation options
(“Yes”, “No”, “Yes+No”, “N/A”), one of which needs$o be checked per question.
“Yes” can be specified if the condition is fulfidle“No” if the criterion could not be
verified, and “Yes+No” if the condition is at legsrtly fulfilled and “N/A” if the
criterion is not applicable, for example due tdt@cal errors or the unavailability of a
service. The four sections put together in onestabhstitute the complete framework

(see the appendix)

In order to confirm that the framework of evaluatie a useful tool to examine
language learning websites, it has been tested/imgtout the usability criteria in a
website test. The website used for this trial eatiun is the language learning SBBC
Learning English, of which a user profile as well as detailed web&st results are

provided in this paper.

3.3 Limitations

Despite the fact that the theoretical part of gaper has been thoroughly researched
and the test has been performed with particularigian, there are a number of

limitations to this research project.
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Firstly, although the main focus of this papermisnvestigate issues of English Studies,
not all the skills and topics of English languagacdhing could be covered. This is
because of the fact that integrating other togash as teaching speaking, reading or
vocabulary, or assessing and testing language waawd been highly interesting and
valuable, but by far too extensive to be includethis investigation. Furthermore, as
regards multimodality theory, my choice of multi-dab analyses relies mainly on
Moreno and Mayer (2007) and Derewianka (2007). ivhddality is not a study subject
of mine, which makes literature research outsiddamyiliar subject area slightly more
difficult. With respect to technical theory, it rieto be pointed out that information
technology is ever-changing because even popwarigs tend to be outdated fairly
quickly, which is why it makes literature reseagctricky issue. What is more,
scientific approaches in technical usability stadippear to be, from my point of view,
not as comprehensive as comparable studies ingldeof the Humanities. A lot of
literature seems to be based on independent recodatiens proposed by computer
experts. Nonetheless, it also needs to be mentitra@anore comprehensive literature
probably exists in the field of Human-Computer tatgion, a domain that has not been

included in my theory research.

Another problem to consider is the frequent androftnpredictable changeability of
websites. Websites, especially popular and exdedlees, are updated on a regular
basis, not only with respect to the content but aigerms of the layout, design and
content structure. This makes testing websitedl &frads a fairly complicated matter
because services and content analysed one day dmsgipipear the very next day.
Therefore, the results of my website test, which Ieen carried out between March and
July 2010, refer to this specific time frame in wthe website has not been changed
except for minor content additions to some learmiogrses. Whoever might wish to
reproduce the test results should bear in mindsiiae features or possibly even the
whole website may have changed since the evaluatsncarried out. However, in

order to facilitate reproducing my findings, degdildescriptions and several screenshots

have been included in this paper.

It is also worthwhile to mention in this contexatla website test, especially for a
language learning platform of such large a scale,@ardly be performed for all the
features and sub features of the page. This isadthe fact that it is almost impossible
to test the seventy-eight criteria, which all sexwvanalyse topic-specific aspects of the

web page in detail, on each and every sub pags.igparticularly difficult if there is
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only one evaluator, as it is the case in my re$eprgject. Therefore, | have focused on
evaluating content-unrelated sub-pages and havededtesting similar sub-pages or
pages with the same design structure. The facthleawvebsite evaluation was carried
out by one evaluator only might also affect repnésieveness, as some of the results
may not be representative of a general opinion. Siggestion to improve
representativeness for any follow-up website evadnavould be to increase the

number of evaluators and also include a numbesarhker evaluators.

4 User profile of BBC Learning English

This section aims to provide a user profileBBIC Learning English in order to become

more familiar with the structure of the website st for the test evaluation.

BBC Learning English is a free online service maintained BBC World Service which
provides English language learning materials farrers free of charge. A sub-category
of this service also offers teaching materialsioglish language teachers which has
not been included in this research. The site s¢ere maintained by several content
editors responsible for different content sectiand this team is introduced in the
“About us” section. While browsing the contentsitriot always clear which editor
maintains which sections of the website, the digdaimayouts and design styles suggest
that the content for the learning programmes iatectby different editors.

A ‘course’ or a ‘programme’ is the term usedBBC Learning English to describe
specific learning materials for which new contenpublished on a regular basis. One
example of such a programme is ‘Talking Busines€ourse which, according to the
introduction of the programme, “[...] gives you fisédanguage and phrases to improve
your spoken communication skills in English in diffnt business situations”. Another
example is ‘Grammar Challenge’, “[...] the prograemwhere we help language learners
use tricky grammatical structures.”. These two sesrare only a small selection of a

wider range of dedicated language programmes.

Despite occasional introductory statements sutchase quoted in the above paragraph,
the website does not contain any explicit indicatafrwhich target group it is intended
for. This makes evaluatif§BC Learning English a complicated matter in case the
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evaluator wants to assess whether the page ibkufta a specific age or proficiency
level. Furthermore, two information requests, $efBC Learning English with the
intention to learn more about the website, havebeenh responded to as of this date.
Frequently accessing the materials, however, hafreed the conclusion that the
content is most probably intended for learnersasf/mg age levels and of a proficiency
level between B1 and B2. B1 comprises, accordirtgéCommon European

Framework of Reference for Languages, the following skills in a language:

B1: [The language user c]lan understand the main points of clear standard input
on familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal
with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area where the
language is spoken. Can produce simple connected text on topics which are
familiar or of personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams,

hopes & ambitions and briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions and

plans. ( )

Proficiency level B2, on the other hand, is defiasdsuch:

B2: [The language user c]an understand the main ideas of complex text on both
concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of
specialisation. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes
regular interaction with native speakers quite possible without strain for either
party. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects and explain
a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of

various options.

( )

The language courses providedBBC Learning English tend to be based on two types
of scenarios. On the one hand, the courses deakeat-life situations encountered in
English-speaking countries, such as travellingirgskbout every-day information or
talking about personal issues with friends. Ondtiier hand, some programmes also
focus on specific Business communication skill@nfa cultural point of viewBBC
Learning English seems to focus on replicating typical situationthe lives of young
and middle-aged British adults, but also strivemtorporate intercultural elements by
enabling their international users to contributkure-specific information such as

reports about traditional holidays or their favoaimational dishes.

Thus, users can contribute to the content to sott@eby posting comments in return

to a specific question or sending in submissiomd §$ pictures or recipes for particular
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programmes. They can even apply for participatmg learner-teacher blog which is
maintained by one individual student and one teacher a period of time. Yet
compared to the overall amount of programmes onviissite, these active
participation opportunities are limited to few &dtes and, what is more, this means of
contributing also raises some issues. Firstlyugers need to register with the platform
in order to be able to post comments, which seestfigd given the fact that public
comment areas are subject to being spammed easithermore, whenever users are
invited to send in written or multimedia contribaris via email, neither the submission
requests nor the published user contributions aouletailed publication information.
Thus, it remains unclear if the users receive iidial, written feedback in return and

whether the published contributions have been ctede

In addition to contribution opportunities, the cemit range provided dBBC Learning
English comprises textual, pictorial, audio and video infation as well as interactive
applications. The materials mainly deal with isstedated to reading and listening
comprehension skills and vocabulary knowledge atgd include specific grammar
activities and some other learning tasks. It wallamalysed in more detail in how far
these materials are beneficial for improving Edglisammar and writing skills and
whether the presentation of the materials is baseal satisfactory approach towards
pedagogical, multimodal and technical usabilitysEihowever, it is worthwhile to
discuss why considering aspects beyond mere liigtingeory is important for creating

an inclusive framework of evaluation.
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5 Evaluating the pedagogical usability of a language
learning website

5.1 Important theoretical aspects from pedagogy

As already indicated earlier on, my language lemynvebsite evaluation will combine
theoretical aspects from differing disciplines. @na&or aspect of the research lies in
judging whether a specific website provides a leafriendly environment and
although a detailed analysis of this environmeipetels on various impacting factors,
one important judgement is that of the general ged@al usability. This term is
supposed to refer to the quality of the instruaianaterial and its design regardless of
its specific content. This section presents curagproaches in pedagogy which have
been included in the framework of evaluation arttbotuces the criteria for evaluating

pedagogical usability.

There are various theories in pedagogy about hotemats should be designed in order
to facilitate learning, Brian Tomlinson seems todnheen particularly influential
whenever guidelines are needed - not only for orgdttut also evaluating learning
materials. His 2007 bodReveloping Materials for Language Teaching contains

valuable articles by him and fellow researcherslesigning teaching materials which
provide useful considerations for materials deskjs.first article in the book,
“Materials Evaluation” (2005), summarises the, frbi® point of view, major findings

in learning theory as well as in Second Languaggufsition. Some of the latter,
however, are also relevant for instruction in gahéfomlinson’s ideas provide the
basis for my evaluation criteria for general pedpgdut other important research

aspects have also been included.

What needs to be mentioned first in the contexeséarch into learning theory is the
demand that learning materials should be inclush@usiveness means that the learner
is strongly involved in the learning process, whigkchieved when the language of the
instructive data has a personal character or tsflabormality. Tomlinson (2005)
stresses that this personalization is also impbitaorder to avoid creating a sense of
superiority over the learner and can be accomplistyethe use of informal discourse
features such as contractions, ellipses and inflovoabulary. According to research,

he argues, yet another way of adapting the maseinahe needs of the learner is to use
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the active voice rather than the passive voiceasirictional texts. (Tomlinson 2005:19-
20) This idea is also supported by Moreno and Mé3@07) who, in listing four design
principles for interactive and non-interactive l@ag materials, state that the
information given to the learner should be preskiiea conversational style, which
they call personalization principle. (Moreno andyeia2007:316) Tomlinson adds yet
another dimension to the set of requirements famiag materials and argues that they
should be concrete, which would imply that exampled anecdotes should always be
provided, and he also stresses that materials dlovounltain clear instructions.
(Tomlinson 2005:19-20)

With reference to recent findings in Second Languagquisition (SLA), Tomlinson
(2005:19-20) also states that the learning matesiabuld consider other important
aspects, such as the ability to create wholene$s the learner to feel at ease and
provide more detailed outcome feedback. Wholenas$e achieved, he argues,
through creating a link between the instructor tredinstructed by sharing experiences
and opinions, while the learner is put at easeutinacreating a link between him/her
and his/her world by providing illustrations andtterelated to the learner’s background
and culture. Tomlinson also stresses that leaarerput at ease by the use of sufficient
white space in order to provide visual relief. tidaion, he argues that research has
shown that materials should cater for detailed @ute feedback that not only provides
information on whether something is or is not corrbut also communicates whether,
through a particular utterance, the learner hagaetl another, more basic aim such as
a communicational aim. (Tomlinson 2005:21) Althoulgis last specification might not
seem to be a relevant general instructional remere at first sight, it is nonetheless a
valuable necessity for any kind of learning matananclude detailed feedback in

response to any learner submission.

Another relevant aspect of designing useful leaymraterials is to cater for learner
variation. Tomlinson highlights the importance ohsidering differences in learner
styles (Tomlinson 2007:20), a view which is alsargid by Hyland (2003) who points
out possible learner variation. Learners, Hylarglias, do not only have different
cultural backgrounds but might also prefer différgpproaches to learning and so he
distinguishes between cognitive, field-dependdiféctive and perceptual learners.
Cognitive learners are analytical and thus preftacerules and clear instructions, while
field-dependent learners are co-operative and faggperiential learning. Additionally,

there are also affective learners relying on taeiotions rather than logic and
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perceptual learners who can have a strong prefefen@ither combination of their
visual, auditory, tactile or kinaesthetic sensklylgdnd 2003:45) Naturally, any
individual could be classified as more than just ohthose learner types, which is why
it is essential to cater for all the different ne@uany case. In the context of digital
learning opportunities some learner styles cannoto hardly be catered for, for
instance the tactile or kinaesthetic sense, buhemther hand technical devices also
provide for a wider variety of possibilities to eafor visual or auditory styles, which is
why it is important to consider the aspect of leawariation for a pedagogical website
evaluation of any kind.

When talking about digital learning materials sivaluable to consider not only their
“internal” characteristics such as the ones dissdigs the paragraph above but also
“external” features that might affect the learnemsake such as visual components. The
impact of visuality and multimodality is a rathemgplex issue which is why this will

be discussed in detail in a separate chapterdater this paper. From a general point of
view, the influence of the physical appearancesafrliing materials can also be
discussed from another, more general point of vieEsmlinson (2005:19) argues that it
is important to form a judgment about the overppeal of learning materials which
might influence the learners’ affective engagenvattt the content. Hyland (2003:103)
further elaborates on this view and suggests teaphysical appearance of materials
has a significant impact on intake, as an appeddiygut can attract the learners’
attention and encourage engagement with the mistefisdging in how far something is
attractive or not is of course a rather subjeatnadter, but according to common sense
there seem to be some cultural predispositionstdhewappeal of a layout. These are,
for example, the degree of effort that has beeasted in designing the layout or in
how far elements are nicely and clearly arrangethd{2002:73) even suggests that
“[t]he criterion of simplicity can also be applitol page aesthetics.” (2002:73). He
further states that dividing content into logicalts is another way of enhancing page

aesthetics (2002:73), while this also serves tiit@e scanning.

Stranks (2007:330) points out yet another imporissue that is relevant when
analysing pedagogical usability. He argues thigthiighly important for materials
writers to consider the age and proficiency levieéw designing materials for learners
(2007:330, cf. also: Tomlinson 2005). He pointsthat it is vital to create varied
activities matching the learners’ attention spahiclv is considerably influenced by the

learners’ age, and emphasizes that the contentdshewcognitively challenging
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(2007:31). Thus, the implications for digital legngp materials are that they should also
contain information about which age group or leapreficiency group they are
intended for in order to be able to form a judgmedsaut whether they contain varied
activities for the specified audience. In case nba-specified target group, it seems
justifiable to expect the content to be devisedafaride range of learners in terms of
both age and proficiency. Should this expectationhold true one might conclude that

the learner level aspect has not been consideratl at

The last implication drawn from pedagogical thestigat | would like to mention is the
factor of background knowledge. With referencendihgs derived from schema
theory, Derewianka (2007:204) points out that thekiground knowledge of a reader
has a major influence on comprehending what is.rélig implies that additional
information is often not only useful but also nesay to fully understand something
that is read. In printed course books, on the dthed, additional information can lead
to the deterioration of the page layout since thmphcity of the design is not given any
more, causing an overflow of information. Therefae Derewianka suggests, with
online materials it is useful to provide additiobalckground information on demand,
for instance by flashing pop-ups, in order to eadbé learners to access extra
information only when it is needed or when the tignis right. (Derewianka 2007:204).
This information, speaking from a general pedagagoint of view, can be facts of
any kind, but in the context of language learnirepgites one useful application of this

principle could be, for example, on-the-spot vodabudefinitions.

As we have seen in this chapter, pedagogical ceratidns provide a lot of useful
insights that can be applied to an evaluation afrimg websites of any kind. Though
there may be other important pedagogical principleeh would be worthwhile
mentioning, | have included those which seemed mgsbrtant for my study purpose.
In addition, it also needs to be born in mind thatebsite evaluation for pedagogical
purposes is a highly time-consuming matter givenetktremely complex character of
extensive learning websites with their steadilynghag content and design. It therefore
seems reasonable to focus on a more easily marnageslsignificant set of criteria
that enable the researcher to form a reasoned|bjsigment of the pedagogical

usability of a website.
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5.2 Creating and applying pedagogical usability criteria

In the previous chapter we have seen that it isiplesto draw various important
implications from pedagogical theory that are aggilie for evaluating digital
instructional material. All of these criteria areluded in my evaluation framework and

are summarised, in the form of questions as ina aldelow.

1. GENERAL PEDAGOGICAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

1. reflect inclusiveness through the use of informality and personal language (e.g. by featuring
informal discourse features such as contractions, ellipses or using the active voice)?
feature concreteness, e.g. by using examples or anecdotes?

create wholeness, i.e. sharing experiences and opinions?
contain clear instructions?

achieve impact / attract attention / encourage engagement?
help the learners to feel at ease?

cater for the cognitive needs of the targeted learner groups?

cater for learner variation?

2 OB O EEl S e N

provide more detailed outcome feedback?
10. divide content into logical units to facilitate scanning?

11. incorporate relevant background information on demand?

Table 2 — pedagogical usability criteria

As already noted in chapter 3 (“Methodology, reskeaims and limitations”), the aim
of this research project is to create a framewdrvaluation that enables a researcher
to form a reasoned judgement about the usabilitgrajuage learning websites. To
achieve this aim, the core of the research is basetdsound theoretical background,
but in order to conclude whether the frameworkctsially applicable in a real website
test, the validity of the evaluation framework atseds to be assessed by means of
applying its criteria in a website test. Therefdhe, above part of the framework has
also been checked by applying the criteria to asiehest of the language learning
website introduced earlier on, nam&8BC Learning English. It is important to bear in
mind that the primary purpose of this website igsiot to form a judgment about the

selected website, but to test the general pedaagiogget of the framework in terms of
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its applicability for a real website evaluation aondliscuss the results in terms of their

implications for the final design of the framework.

1. GENERAL PEDAGOGICAL USABILITY: DO THE

MATERIALS..

1. reflect inclusiveness through the use of informality and personal

language? 1

2. feature concreteness, e.g. by using examples or anecdotes? 1

3. create wholeness, i.e. by sharing experiences and opinions? 1

4. contain clear instructions? 1

5. achieve impact/attract attention/encourage engagement? 1

6. help the learners to feel at ease? 1

7. cater for the cognitive needs of the targeted learner groups?

8. cater for learner variation?

9. provide more detailed outcome feedback? 1

10. divide content into logical units to facilitate scanning? 1

11. incorporate relevant background information on demand? 1

Table 3 — website test results

criteria total value %
total 11 100
fulfilled: 8 72.73
partly fulfilled 3 27.27
not fulfilled: 0 0

Table 3 provides an overview of the results obthimg testing the pedagogical usability
criteria in the evaluation @BC Learning English. As far as the test results are
concerned it is obvious thBBC Learning English mainly seems to meet the criteria
established for pedagogical usability, with 72.@8cent of the requirements fulfilled

and only three conditions partly fulfilled. Yetist much more interesting to take a closer
look at how these results were achieved, if andgitat extent the criteria in Table 3
proved applicable for the website test and whettisrpart of the framework might
require any remodelling. The individual criteriatbé framework will henceforth be
referred to as ‘conditior’, with x being their number and position in the framewark,

this case Table 3.

Condition 1 was verified by analysing the languafjthe instructions in terms of their
level of informality or closeness and their voié¢hile the instructions appear fairly

polite and thus contain hardly any informal registeellipses, there are frequent
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instances of personal addresses to the readeractans and consistent use of the
active voice. The language used in the instructades seems to mimic real-life
conversations, which is in line with Moreno and Mgy personalisation principle
mentioned earlier on (Moreno and Mayer 2007:31&)s€ly connected to the issue of
inclusiveness is the creation of wholeness, camiB, which is, similarly to condition
1, fulfilled by means of personalising the instrags, yet in this case through sharing
personal experiences with the learner. Conditicowd be verified since the website
features a lot of programmes that seem to be magddy many individual authors,
each of them pictured in their programmes, ancefbeg often contains personal
opinions and personal references, for example ‘fEggganisation, | felt, is a different
mix of the same four basic cultures [...Thé Handy Guide) or "I have some friends
from the US who come over to London every yearoarsd stay with me - so |
regularly take some time off and have a staycatigteep your English up to date —
‘Staycation’). Yet another way of personalising thaterials, namely by featuring
concreteness, is also applied on the website. bfdsie content is preceded by
examples or anecdotes in order to highlight thevieaice of the presented topics, which
also serves to create authentic goals for the éeaio achieve in similar real-life
situations. Examples of such utterances were "Ineagou are calling a company and
want to speak to someone who works thefallking Business — ‘Connecting’) , "So, if
you are coming to visit, or live, in London or yaant to find out more about what the
city has to offer - then this course may be for"y@el come to London), "What if you
are at a bus stop and you need to know what timsenibw?" How to ... — ‘Asking the
time’). Imagel below shows a sample page of théuated website that features

instances of conditions 1 and 2.
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GET THAT JOB

Homepage |Jobsearch| |CVs||Cowvering Letters| Interviews

Welcome to Get That Job!

Finding a job can be a complicated and tiring process. Sometimes you just
don't know where to start looking, let alone how to persuade a company
that vou are the best person for the job!

Thiz site iz full of activities and quizzes to build on your knowledge of
career-related vocabulary and offer some tips on things like how to put
together a good CV or come acro=s well in an interview.

You can work your way through this site step by step, from 'Job Search' to
'Interviews' - just click on '"What's next?' on the right of the page each time
yvou have completed an activity. Or you can go straight to whichever units
are of most interest to yvou by using the links at the top of the page.

Jobsearch

Happy job hunting!

Image 1 — programme featuring personalised language and real-life examples

The next question of the framework is concerneth witether the instructions featured
on the evaluated website are clear or not. Atgbist, it is noteworthy to mention that,
while Tomlinson (2005) emphasizes to evaluate thety of instructions, he does not
provide his readers with a definition of what ‘afeaeans to him. Therefore, | used my
own interpretation of clarity for the verificatiaf condition 4: clear instructions should
be short and straight to the point while still lgeable to inform the reader about every
detail that is essential for carrying out the tdakmy opinion, the instructions featured
on BBC Learning English meet this requirement really well, while it is@kair to point
out that the comprehension of instructions migha lbather subjective matter, which
might make the analysis of this criterion a slightiore complex matter compared to
the other criteria discussed so far. Furthermomgeds to be stated that the creation of
clear instructions in digital materials differsindraditional approaches to giving
instructions. The fact that the introductions @&sk, instructions for it and the actual
task can be split by putting them on different gaged linking them hierarchically also
allows for a more clearly specified focus in thstractions. However, a too

complicated hierarchy might make the overall desifjthe task too complex.

Whether the materials achieve impact, attract atterand/or encourage engagement
proves to be yet another fairly subjective mattethe website test this condition was
verified on the grounds that the programmes arg e&liourful and feature interesting

pictures, which is why it seems safe to say thattbbsite definitely attracts a user’'s
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attention and makes them curious about the contéftisther this lively mix of colours
and images is used to the right extent and forigha purpose, however, will be
discussed in more detail in the chapter dealing witiitimodal usability. In the case of
condition 6, however, it was much more difficultdecide whether the materials make a
learner feel at ease. This is due to the factttireatefinition of ‘to feel at ease’ seems
even more subjective than that of a website’s tgtiii attract attention. The website
achieves to create a link between the learner &lden world by including realistic
situations from daily life as well as images andations taken from many different
cultures and therefore condition 6 seems fulfilBdt the question of whether there is
sufficient white space is difficult to answer sirtbe definition of ‘sufficient’ white

space is quite problematic as such.

Condition 7 is concerned with whether the mateaker for the cognitive needs of the
targeted learner groups and in the cadeB& Learning English this is somewhat
difficult to decide. The website does not speclficatate who the content is designed
for and neither do many activities include a speatfon of the target group, so it is
hard to judge whether the content is cognitivelgligmging when not knowing the
intended target groups. In some courses the atmegbrogramme is stated and thus it
could be possible to test the condition for thégmwvever, it does not seem viable to
make an overall judgment about condition 7 dudaéofact that there is definitely no
clear outline of who the activities are intended ¥Whether this requirement could be
fulfilled even if a targeted audience was specifieégs not seem to be a simpler issue,
since the level of cognitive effort involved highdgpends on individual strengths and
weaknesses. It is therefore the duty of the rekeararrying out the website evaluation
to tackle the degree of difficulty of the analysedivities and put him- or herself into

the position of a learner targeted for the matsrial

Another interesting issue is that of learner vasiatThe website contains a lot of
activities which rely on visual and acoustic eletseand also includes many activities
that probably appeal to field-dependent and affedearners because of its featuring
emotional and experiential elements. There sedne tbhowever, hardly any activities
suitable for cognitive learners because the foogs chot appear to be on providing
explanations for learners preferring logical reasgnwhich is why condition 8 is not
fully fulfilled. A similar matter is that of the dision of the content into logical units.
Firstly, it is useful to suggest a definition ofiait as an area that is clearly

distinguishable from others as being an entityobivn, while a logical unit thus means
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that similar elements are grouped in a unit. Thbsite partly divides content into

logical units, for example by picturing elementstsas words, icons or pictures in
boxes or simply by dividing units through bordddswever, the layout is not consistent
and so sometimes there is no visual differentiagiball or elements of different types
are grouped as a unit. This does not result init@ong scanning but, quite clearly the
opposite, thereby making it fairly difficult foréhreader to process the content. Image 2
is an example of successfully established logio#kui.e. equally coloured text boxes
using the same font style, while image 3 servgmtot out inconsistencies in the design
of clearly distinguishable entities, that is, hgrdhy graphical distinction between the
different text areas.

The Reading Group
i P 1_ = - ‘
S 2 - e, 2 The Reading Group

English Makeover
First Sight, Second
Thoughts
Academic Listening
Business Language
to go

Private Lives

L

The Reading Group

= Insight Plus
About the series
2o == Who on Earth are

’ : : wea?
In The Reading Group, we bring together listeners, students of

English, literature teachers and other contributors from the world of
books to share their enthusiasm for reading. Wehcasts 3005
Webcasts 2007
1f you'd like to share your experiences of reading books in English as Webcasts 2006
a foreign language, you can join our BBC Learning English group on

Facebook (see link below). We'll have topics on the Discussion board

linked to the subjects covered in The Reading Group programmes.

Better Speaking

The series - first broadcast in 2002 - was produced by Amber
Barnfather and presented by Gary Stevens.

Part 10

In this, the last programme in the series, we learn about a scheme to
bring books to Africa, we discover a learner's favourite book and Martin
Parrott discusses how to find English language magazines.

| I LESTEM (e =

Image 2 — content is logically structured into units



38

Learning English - Working Abroad

WORKING ABROAD

SITE
MAF

GEMER AL INTRODUCTION: PAGE 1 OF 2
"Working Abroad' is for those of you who've always
wanted to get out of your chairs and go and do
zomething else instead.
Each unit on the left explores different issues connected
with working abroad and by clicking on the photographs
on the right, you can find out about people's personal

experiences.

There are also vocabulary pages, exercises and gquizzes
to help you develop and test your English.

For a more detailed guide to the site, click on the link
below. Or go to the next page to hear our interviewees
introduced themselves.

How to use the site

You can also let us know what you think of the site by
clicking on the feedback link below. Thanks

Feedback
INTRODUCTION: PAGE 1 OF 2

IN GEMERAL
PART 1: INTRODUCTION

Image 3 — inconsistent structure, logical entities are hard to perceive

The last two conditions devised for the pedagogieal of the framework are
concerned with the provision of detailed outconedlfeack and the incorporation of
background information on demand. The former reguent, condition 9, could be
verified since in most cases the site providesiléetautcome feedback, especially
when the individually tested items need furtherlamation. For matching exercises
there was no feedback, which seems reasonable thiedact that these depend on the
negotiation of meaning by means of trial and erfBart even when there was no
extensive feedback provided, the very basic feddbeftected a personalized note, with
sentences such as “Sorry, you got this questi@mgvf thus going beyond a mere
“Correct” or “Incorrect” utterance. Images 4 andl&strate what detailed outcome
feedback exactly looked like. Condition 10 was aleofied, as the websites features

expandable vocabulary lists for some tasks (image 6
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Image 4 — detailed outcome feedback for a colour idiom exercise

Homepage - CVs| Cowvering I.etlersulnlervieus

1] 2] 3|als5]867

Jobsearch 5: Selection (part 2)

Let's look at some more vocabulary linked to the selection process with
this multiple choice quiz. Match the verbs with their noun partners.

arrange...
What's next?

Jobsearch 6: Job
advertisements

@ applicants (part 1)

@ an appointment
@® a vacancy

wrong - 'applicants’ are the people who wan

Image 5 — feedback on a vocabulary exercise
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Listen

Journey to Mars

=il LISTEM

Grammar

SHOW ALL | HIDE ALL

a warehouse

a large building used for storing things

an imitation spacecraft
to cope (with something)
routine maintenance

a long-haul flight

a sand-pit

claustrophobia

Image 6 — expandable vocabulary list

5.3 Conclusion about the pedagogical usability criteria

The website test has shown that, all in all, thdagegical part of the framework is
quite useful but has also served to point out sofiis weaknesses. Some of the
conditions sound convincing when reading themHerfirst time, but it is evident that
it is highly important to scrutinize each conditiondetail before applying the criteria in
a real website test. What is particularly significe to get to the bottom of each of the
requirements and provide, either by means of canuye more extensive theory
research or by means of logical reasoning, a cefanition of the declared condition in

order to know what exactly needs to be examinebertest.

Furthermore, the first part of the website testdlas revealed that subjectivity is an
important issue when evaluating pedagogical uggpés some criteria seem more
difficult to verify than others due to their ratrgrbjective nature. However, subjectivity
should not just be seen as an obstacle in terrasloéving conclusive results quickly
and easily, but it also indicates that it seemghwahile to let various people evaluate a
website by means of this framework in order to whtamprehensive results. All in all,
the pedagogical usability conditions have fac#ithto point to the relative worth of the

website.
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6 Evaluating the SLA usability of a language learning
website

6.1 Important theoretical aspects from SLA and language
learning theory

Having discussed considerations taken from gemped@éhgogy, it is now time to look at
significant aspects of English language learnireptiz. The concepts discussed in this
chapter deal with some basic principles of languagming as well as key factors in
dealing with English grammar and writing skillsidtimportant to point out that other
highly valuable aspects from SLA and language ieartheory, such as considerations
about reading, speaking and listening skills, votaty extension or language testing,
are not included in this framework, since this vebli&ive exceeded the limits of this
research. Lastly, it needs further stressing teatyith pedagogical theory, SLA and
language learning theory provide relevant insigbtshis framework for website
evaluation, but likewise there are also some asgkat possibly prove more difficult to
evaluate than others. Therefore, | would first likelraw attention to some interesting
findings which are included in the framework of kexsdion but might be considerably

more difficult to evaluate in a website test.

Socio-cultural theory, as Moll (1992) points ostthie basis for some significant
considerations found in modern education and wasilyenfluenced by Vygotskyian
approaches. He points out that one of Vygotsky’stmmaportant contributions was his
belief that children should be regarded as actweear than passive agents in the
learning process. Vygotsky emphasized that childrere not merely receiving objects
in the learning process but actively contributed tbrough socio-cultural interaction,
such as orientation received from an adult, andpeddent effort. (Vygotsky 1987, in
Moll 1992:50) One aspect of this socio-culturalgumption is helping the learners to
develop confidence, which is emphasized by Tomhn@07) who argues that this can
be achieved by pushing the learners to a leveligaslightly above that of their actual
proficiency. In addition, he points out that madésishould encourage the learner to
engage with the contents repeatedly since proaessid strengthening the input might
not be achieved by a one-time engagement with #tenmls (Tomlinson 2007:20-21).

These conditions are similar to those of Rutherf®i$harwood-Smith (1988) who take
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the idea of engaging materials yet further and tpounh that materials should encourage
learner self-investment by means of enabling themake discoveries about the
language that are guided by themselves ratherahgoody or anything else. This
would also be beneficial since learners would thave to take responsibility for their
decisions (Rutherford & Sharwood-Smith 1988, in Tiason 2007).

Tomlinson (2007:24) also argues that, with refeeeiocSchmidt (1992, in Tomlinson
2007), it is important to draw the learners’ att@mto specific, important features of

the input to engage them in a noticing processs Vigw is supported by Derewianka
(2007:201) who, basing his claims on Chapelle (}9®8ther elaborates on the concept
of salience by stressing that computers play arortapt role in directing learners’
attention towards specific items as they makerntsaterably easier to enhance input.
Likewise, Simard (2009:124) also argues for maldpecific features more salient by
means of textual enhancement as the modificatidgheophysical appearance of text

would draw learners’ attention to specific lingiadeatures.

Another important aspect of language learning théeoto provide a meaningful
context, which has been stressed by various aytimetading Singhal (1999, in
Derewianka 2007), Celce-Murcia (2002) and Hedg®Q20T he latter provides
examples of how contexts can be created - for el@athpough visuals, dialogues, text,
songs or videos (2000:159). While these authorgipemphasize the importance of
establishing a context, Ellis & Batstone (2009:19%) argue that traditional text
books, which often introduce something new to ttesppposing pre-existing
knowledge, provide certain contexts that are oftenimplicit for learners, such as
dialogues or visual clues. Therefore, they claiat this important to make the context
more explicit by making specific linguistic cues masalient, for example by means of
repetition, irrespective of creating a less comroative or less authentic task. (Batstone
& Ellis 2009:195-196).

In addition, researchers have suggested other @esréeria for creating useful
language learning materials. Singhal (1999, in dexreka 2007:205) suggests that
electronic reading materials should make use @reety of different genres and
registers, probably in order to familiarize leaseitith the wide range of available texts.
He also claims that reading digital materials cardtilitated by including on-the-spot
vocabulary look-ups (2007:203). Batstone & Elli®@2:199) argue that learners need
to practice what they have learned in real-lifenacaunicative situations, which is
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similar to Tomlinson (2007:21) who points out thaterials should provide learners
with sufficient opportunities for applying the tatdanguage to achieve communicative
purposes. This is in line with Stranks’ (2007:38iEw that materials should include

and also motivate realistic language that is simdavhat learners are likely to produce
in a real-life situation. To maintain this levelrefalness, he therefore suggests that
highly artificial language samples should only beluded when really necessary, e.g. in
case of samples with a high level of difficultytrgks 2007:338).

There are many views on how to teach grammar dsawélow grammar is learned, yet
many of these seem to be competing with one anottech is why it is a somewhat
difficult matter to merge opposing theories int@@moherent framework of evaluation.
However, there seems to be consensus about soeassnd these are also included
in the framework. One important aspect is thatrafxdng learners’ attention towards
relevant grammatical features. As has been disdussave, it is useful to create
salience with specific features that require tlaerier’'s attention, which in turn has
implications for presenting grammar. In proposing tawareness principle”, Batstone
and Ellis (2009:197) maintain that, when teachipgcgic grammar items, it is
important to direct the learners’ awareness expfitbwards these, as a specific item
might not be processed even if it appears withgh frequency. Similarly, Nassaj and
Fotos (2004:12) argue that this is an essentialition for a learner to successfully
acquire a specific grammatical item. However, Batstand Ellis (2009:197) also point
out that that drawing the learners’ attention tecsfic items should not obstruct the
equally important principle of discovery-based teag, but rather support it. Thus,
learners not only have to be encouraged to be asfagecific features, but also to

independently reflect on them and construct thein cules about them.

The importance of discovery-based activities is alsessed by Celce-Murcia
(2002:123-132) who argues to move away from thesatal grammar approach of
presenting contrived grammar rules in isolatioenabling students to discover the
grammar themselves by establishing a context ahddd¢hem analyse language use on
their own. Likewise, Hinkel (2002:185) argues tgetmmar learning should always be
based on a discovery-based approach as many leae®wm to have difficulties
establishing a connection between learned gramates and applied grammar.
Therefore, she too maintains that it is necessatgach grammar by means of
discovery tasks and authentic texts. For exampkeyafers to the commonly

encountered problem of correctly applying the Estgtenses and emphasizes the



44

usefulness of discovery-based activities and atith&xts for facilitating

understanding tense usage, (Hinkel 2002:185).

Hedge (2000:159) also maintains that grammar nageshould contain both
terminology and meta-explanations. While the ustewhinology depends on the
learner’s level of competence, she argues thatuseful to include terminology
alongside meta-explanations (ibid.). Using ternogglis beneficial because learning a
language also involves thinking or talking aboutaie aspects of the language as well
as categorizing similarities and differences, whiah be achieved more easily by
means of applying the same, well-known terms tcstmae features. Nassaj and Fotos
(2004:12) point out that a learner should haveatgmemeaningful exposure to input
that contains the target forms, which is also sujgdby Lightbown and Spada
(2008:181). Lastly, Tomlinson (2007:331) also "essthat materials writers should
always consider any difficulties that learners Imigxpect when dealing with grammar,
which is why materials for grammar teaching shqurlovide some kind of help for

specific grammar items.

Hyland (2003:27) discusses various valuable congias for designing useful
materials for writing. According to him, writing non-linear and complex process,
which is why it is not sufficient to merely proviéay kind of writing task introduction
for a writing task (Hyland 2003:27). Instead, thatemials designer should consider
several important aspects. Firstly, one cannotrasghat every learner is indefinitely
creative or has an unlimited set of ideas, whiclhy it is important to include
reference texts as stimuli for pre-writing inpu®@3:104). Likewise, it cannot be
expected that a learner is familiar with a spedjic and so the task should contain
sufficient elements for topic familiarization (102) addition, a materials designer
should adapt the writing tasks to the studentsviddal needs (110), such as their
learning styles, their interests or their cultwéjch implies that digital learning
materials should provide a learner with a wide eaofjtasks to choose from. Similarly,
due to learner variation, some learners prefegh lavel of guidance whereas some
want to express their ideas freely (131), and foeeanaterials writers should also
consider different levels of guidance for their eratls. Since an equal level of
knowledge and experience of every learner cannprésupposed, it is also important
to include tasks that draw on different levels nbWwledge and experience (102).
However, one aspect that applies to all kinds afrlers is that tasks should have a clear

context so that the learners understand the puigfosbat they are expected to write
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(102). Lastly, Hyland argues that the tasks shbeldelevant to the intended audience
(102), which suggests that, for example, a langleay@ing website that specializes in

Business English, should include writing tasksvale to Business context.

As we have seen in this section, language leathiegry provides a wide range of
important theoretical aspects that can be usedalnate the degree of usability of a
language learning website. In how far all the cigteliscussed above are applicable in a
website test and what implications they have fqlypg them in a test will be

discussed in the next section.

6.2 Creating and applying language learning usability criteria for
a website test

SLA USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

12. help the learners to develop confidence?

13. encourage repeated engagement with the materials?

14. aid learner self-investment?

15. engage the learner in noticing by highlighting salient features?

16. provide a meaningful context?

17. introduce a variety of genres and registers?

18. provide the learners with meaningful, communicative opportunities for practice?

19. feature and stimulate realistic language examples?

20. contain highly contrived language samples only where appropriate?

21. facilitate reading by featuring on-the-spot vocabulary look-ups?

22. for grammar direct and raise the learner's attention towards relevant grammatical features?

23. for grammar reflect authenticity for the needs of the user?

24. for grammar provide repeated meaningful exposure to input containing the forms?

25. for grammar contain discovery-based activities?

26. for grammar provide help with difficulties that could arise with specific grammar items?

27. for grammar contain both the use of terminology and meta-explanations?

28. for grammar provide the learner with sufficient opportunities for practice?

29. for writing reflect meaningful contexts and have authentic purposes?

30. for writing enable learners to communicate effectively in writing by not only providing a
topic?

31. for writing provide the learners with writing strategy hints?

32. for writing include reference texts that may serve as stimulating pre-writing input?

33. for writing provide the learners with sufficient opportunities for choice of tasks?

34. for writing provide the learners with opportunities for topic familiarization?

35. for writing cater for guided and non-guided learning needs?

36. for writing include writing tasks that have a clear context?

37. for writing include writing tasks drawing on various learners' knowledge and experience?

38. for writing include writing tasks that are specific and relevant to the genre and the audience?

Table 4 — criteria for language learning usability
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As can be seen in Table 4, the insights from SLé&language learning theory
discussed above have been used to establisha@fiberevaluating the language learning
usability of CALL websites. The results of the lingfic usability evaluation are
illustrated in Table 5 and discussed underneatepDethe fact that the majority of
criteria, namely 62.96 per cent, could be posijivééntified, unlike the prior analysis
this test also reveals that six out of twenty-siteda have not been fulfilled.
Furthermore, 14.81 per cent of the criteria havg baen partly fulfilled.

1. LANGUAGE LEARNING USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS... _

12. help the learners to develop

confidence? 1
13. encourage repeated engagement with the materials? 1
14. aid learner self-investment? 1

15. engage the learner in noticing by highlighting salient features? 1
16. provide a meaningful context? 1

17. introduce a variety of genres and registers? 1

18. provide the learners with meaningful, communicative opportunities for

practice? 1

19. feature and stimulate realistic language examples? 1

20. contain highly contrived language samples only where appropriate? 1

21. facilitate reading by featuring on-the-spot vocabulary look-ups? 1

22. for grammar reflect authenticity for the needs of the user? 1

23. for grammar direct and raise the learner’s attention towards relevant

grammatical features? 1
24. for grammar provide repeated meaningful exposure to input containing

the forms? 1

25. for grammar contain discovery-based activities? 1

26. for grammar provide help with difficulties that could arise with specific

grammar items? 1

27. for grammar contain both the use of terminology and meta-

explanations? 1

28. for grammar provide the learner with sufficient opportunities for

practice? 1

29. for writing reflect meaningful contexts and have authentic purposes? 1

30. for writing enable learners to communicate effectively in writing by not

only providing a topic? 1

31. for writing provide the learners with writing strategy hints? 1

32. for writing include reference texts that may serve as stimulating pre-
writing input? 1
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33. for writing provide the learners with sufficient opportunities for choice

of tasks? 1
34. for writing provide the learners with opportunities for topic

familiarization? 1

35. for writing cater for guided and non-guided learning needs? 1
36. for writing include writing tasks that have a clear context? 1

37. for writing include writing tasks drawing on various learners'
knowledge and experience? 1
38. for writing include writing tasks that are specific and relevant to the
genre and the audience? 1

Table 5 — results of the language learning usability evaluation

criteria total value %
total 27 100
fulfilled: 17 62.96
partly fulfilled 4 14.81
not fulfilled: 6 22.22

According to Tomlinson (2007), a learner can b@éeélto develop confidence
(criterion 12) by pushing him or her to a leveltttsaslightly above his or her actual
proficiency. Despite the fact that a user profides lveen created for this evaluation, it is
somewhat impossible to decide whether the aim e¢ldping confidence has been
achieved due to various reasons. Firstly, the degfelifficulty varies strongly among
the courses, which is why it would be highly tim@suming to establish a sound
conclusion for each and every programme. Moredtes criterion is very subjective
and thus depends on the individual's strengthsampetences, so assessing this from a
global user's point of view would not apply to athisers. Therefore, the criterion might
be more easily assessable for a website that glestdblishes a target audience and
possibly also be more applicable for less compleksites which feature a smaller

range of materials.

Criterion 13 too is a rather subjective criteriaathuse whether a website encourages
someone to engage with its contents varies acaptdimdividual taste, at least as far
as factors relying on emotional appeal are conckidewever, it may be concluded
that the website encourages the learner to engdlgehe programmes repeatedly in the
sense that it offers content which updates on alae@nd predictable basis, such as
learning programmes that are designed as serieghich episodes are published on a
regular basis. There is, for example, a learnimg@amme called ‘The Flatmates’ which
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features comic characters and issues in their pat$iges that the user is curious to
learn more about in the following week. Other exBapf such repeatedly encouraging
programmes are the learner blog, recipes and speaials that regularly invite the
users to participate and send in their contrib@tidihus, it may be argued tigBC
Learning English does encourage repeated engagement with the atsitéut whether
users feel inclined to engage with the materiaklagtrongly depends on personal taste.

Therefore, criterion 13 is marked as both achievadl not achieved.

Learner self-investment, criterion 14, implies ttred learners are encouraged to make
discoveries about the language that are guidetddimselves. What is problematic
about this definition is the fact that it is somewkague and leaves open the question
of what is really meant by a self-guided discov@&wg.the learners discover the
language by themselves only if they are not prothpieeflect on it? Does self-guided
language discovery imply that the learners neatetd with non-didactic materials
rather than materials intended for teaching purg@€2r can it also take place with
materials that stimulate reflection but do not guilde learners too strongly? For this
research, | have decided to adopt the latter mdiatew because a reflection hint cannot
be considered absolute guidance that is being gedyibut may rather be seen as a
thought-provoking impulse which may also lead toeolanguage discoveries. On the
basis of this extended definition it can be conetlithat the analysed language learning
website features elements that aid learner sedfstmaent. The programme ‘The
Flatmates’, mentioned earlier, features an exawipdeich elements supporting my
conclusion. Image 7 shows an episode of The Flasnatwhich a dialogue between
the characters can be read by enlarging expantlallle and which also invites readers
to take part in a poll about a language point.tlirthe expandable dialogues serve as a
means to aid learner self-investment because #énedeis prompted to reflect and
possibly also predict the next phrases before Agtergpanding the next field. In
addition, the poll at the end of the text invites tearners to make judgements about
some phrases in the text without receiving anyshwhich also serves to let them
discover the language on their own. It might bauadgthat, because of peer pressure,
the phrase that has received the majority of vistékely to be chosen by other learners
too, but due to the fact that the correct soluisonly revealed in the next episode one

can assume that returning readers learn from mhisitakes.
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A

The Flatmates

Episode 192: A street survey

Listen to the episode Last week ...

A street survey

Khalid should have said: it's my
face that needs saving

[Hursren O

The episode

SHOW ALL | HIDE ALL

[=| Interviewer:

Excuse me, we're doing a survey for a travel company. Can we interview
wyou?

[=| Khalid:
Sure.
|=| Interviewer:
If you had the money and time, where would you go for a haoliday?
|=) Khalid:
I'd go to Sydney.
|=| Interviewer:
And, if vou didn't like your hotel room, what would you do?
[=| Khalid:

well, if there would be a serious problem with the room, I spoke to the
manager.

Voie

Episode 192
Which of these contains a mistake?

if there would be a serious problem with the room, I spoke

| (67%)
I'd expect the airline to take me to a hotel.

| (16.6%)
even if it 1s only a little delay

| (16.4%)

Total votes: 3774

To take away

Edl Audio (1 MB)
 Language (63 K)
El Quiz (62 K)

Episode 192 links
Episode

A street survey
Language Point
The second
conditional

Quiz

The second
conditional

Talk

Your ideal holiday
Next episode

193

Flatmates Links

Home page
Meet the Flatmates
Recent episodes

Image 7 — reading exercise aiding learner self-investment

With regards to the analysis of criterion 15, ih ¢e concluded that this specification,
the highlighting of salient features, is only pgfillfilled. A salient feature is “the most
important” one (Collins Cobuild 2006:1276), butstinaises the question of what is
important in which context. If, for example, a graar programme deals with the

English conditional, it seems safe to argue thatidmnal forms have particular
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salience in that context and would thus benefitnflmeing highlighted in order to
increase noticing. The analysed website, howes dot reflect a consistent system
of highlighting. On the one hand, text enhancenseunsed for layout purposes, for
instance in the form of sub-headings printed irdb@n the other hand, many
vocabulary items are also printed in bold, probablgrder to be noticed and processed
more deeply by learners and also to signify theséhwords can be looked up in the
expandable vocabulary links at the end of the pabes, it seems that the website
partly makes use of the highlighting strategy diesé features, but this approach is

only implemented consistently in the case of vo&atyutems.

As regards the provision of a meaningful contegtwhebsite strives and succeeds to
achieve this aim, as it includes a lot of imagesnsl files and in some cases even
videos that are closely linked to the respectiveext. Therefore, it can be argued that
criterion 16, the provision of a meaningful contegtfulfilled. Image 8 gives an
example of context achieved through a video. Howeataeeds to be borne in mind
that a mix of modes, such as text, sound and ammmatan also have an unwanted
influence on intake, which is why issues relatechtdtimodality will be discussed in

the next chapter.

The Flatmates episode 49, from BBC Learning English

bbelearningenglish 99 videos [¥| = Subscribe

Oh cheer up Tim. We'll be home
soon and you and Michal can
A commiserate with each other -
England and Poland out of the World
Cup again ... until next time!

P | st 0530107 @ sop - | o 213

Image 8 — the content is contextualised through a video

BBC Learning English makes use of different genres and registers. @hety of
genres is particularly extensive, as the contamea from newspaper articles to student
blogs, user recipes, Business communication or @eidnseries. The website also

introduces different registers for different langagurposes, which is why this
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condition, criterion 17, can be regarded as fedll In this context, it might be
worthwhile mentioning that with respect to the sdgr of the instructions only one type
of register could be identified. The instructionaimain a personalized and friendly,
polite tone through the use of both every-day Emgtionstructions and more refined

expressions.

Moving on to criterion 18, it is useful to recalapter 2.3, “Options and issues of
CALL” which has aimed at illustrating the strengdred weaknesses of computer-aided
language learning. The limited range of meaningfakttice opportunities, especially in
older CALL programmes, has been identified as drikemajor problems of
computer-aided materials. Drill exercises shouldb®othe only components of practice
of language learning websites but, as is suggéstediterion 18, there should also be
meaningful and communicative opportunities for pcac BBC Learning English
attempts to provide for such opportunities by affgtheir users the possibility to send
in their contributions in order to publish thesetba website. Thus, learners can share
recipes, book discussions, holiday experiencesramnzh more with all the other users
by either sending their contribution to a dedicd&€ email address or posting a
comment at specified entries. The possibility aftabuting to the content serves to
identify a clearly specified purpose, which is whgan be argued that this kind of
practice is both meaningful and communicative. lk@nmore, the website has lately
published another programme, the student blog, wainables one user per month to
write regular blog entries about subjects he orislmterested in which are then
commented on by teacher who also provides advidewanto improve the learner's
writing. Despite the fact that some of these pcactipportunities might appear
somewhat selective in terms of their limited sulsioiss, the large amount of published
learner submissions on the website suggests thetige opportunities are both very

popular and frequently used.

Condition 19 is slightly more difficult to verifys the analysis of the whole content
provided on the website would prove too extensmach is why it is not easy to
conclude whether there are exlusively realistiglage examples on the website. But
the overall impression suggests that the languaggkes encountered so far reflect the
kind of language a learner can be expected to eneoin a real-life situation, as the
expressions used and presented appear neithetaditta highly artificial. The
programmes are always situated in representatintexts with realistic aims and

purposes. In addition, whenever there are highhtroged language samples, these are
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only used alongside more authentic expressionsderdo clarify the meaning of more
complex matters, which is why it seems safe totlalcondition 20 can also be

verified.

As regards condition 21, it has been discoveretthigaanalysed website does not
feature on-the-spot vocabulary look-ups, althoungh technique is already commonly
used. This may be due to the fact that the layndtaverall design dBBC Learning
English sometimes appears slightly old-fashioned comperedore modern web
appliances. Despite the fact that expandable vdagaplists are available, condition 21
thus cannot be verified, as on-the-spot look-ugsclvare more convenient for the

reader, are not featured on the website.

Criterion 22 has been included in order to velify authenticity of the materials, but as
has already been discussed in the theoreticabpé#ris section, the concept of
authenticity is not a straightforward one (cf. dea2.3). It has been established that
BBC Learning English has not defined a target learner group and theemitoe
concluded that the best way of providing authematerials for their users would be to
provide content that is authentic to the needsaabus learner groups. In my opinion,
the website succeeds to do so by supplying reatistitent that is taken from manifold
areas of interest. By means of providing materatging from personal to professional
interests as well as differing text and exercige$ythe needs of a versatile user group
are tackled. Naturally, it needs to be stressethdbat variety too can be a subjective
matter, but the diversity of the materials is sgiigrconvincing. One example of

authentic materials, a news report, is illustratelinage 9.
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Words in the News

Lindsay Lohan sentenced to jail

Summary

7 July 2010

The Hollywood actress Lindsay
Lohan has been sentenced to 90
days in jail. A judge in California
ruled that she had violated
probation, following a drug case
three years ago.

GETTY IMAGES

Lindsay Lohan arrives at court

Peter Bowes

Reporter: Click to hear the report:
[HiuisTEN T

Report

In 2007 Lindsay Lohan pleaded guilty to two counts of being under
the influence of cocaine and no contest to two drunk driving
charges.

She went to jail but spent only 84 minutes behind bars. She was
also ordered to complete a series of alcohol education courses.

To take away:
[E3 Report (550 K)
E3 Words (1.2 MB)
B Text (30 K)

Actress Lindsay
Lohan jailed for
probation violation
EBC News

Latest reports

Lindsay Lohan
sentenced to jail
7 July 2010

Nadal wins
Wimbledon for the
second time

5 July 2010

Deal agreed on
Australian mining tax

But she failed to do them on time and missed a number of meetings.
When the judge announced that she was now sentencing Lohan to
90 days in jail, the actress burst into tears.

Image 9 — material authentic to the user: a news report

Evaluating the more general conditions of this pathe framework has been
somewhat problematic, but looking at how the webdédals with grammar is also a
somewhat tricky issue. Firstly, the focus of thggaeems to be on improving reading
comprehension, fluency and vocabulary acquisitadher than concentrating on
grammar teaching. In addition, the overall didadisign of the website seems highly
inconsistent. The first point | have mentionedfis@urse not negative as such because
grammar is taught implicitly through the other Ekibut some users might prefer
explicit grammar descriptions and activities indaw of implicit grammar teaching. In
addition, the issue of implicit grammar teachinghis difficulty of finding out which
specific subject matters the courses aim to teHobrefore, the analysis of criterion 24,
the provision of repeated meaningful exposure poircontaining the forms, is limited
to examining only exercises that are more or l&sarly identifiable as explicit
grammar exercises. The evaluation has revealedht&apecification of providing
repeated meaningful exposure to input containiegehms cannot be verified.
Whenever a specific form is dealt with explicitllie exposure is often limited and not

contextualised, which is why it is hard to desciites meaningful. An example of this
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is illustrated in image 10 which shows the repeggtdcot well-grounded exposure to
the phrasal verb "check out". Although the forrsasnehow contextualized through the
quotation at the beginning, the other examples sssmewhat random and are not

placed in a meaningful surrounding.

Face Up to Phrasals

“ Hey Ali, did you check

out that email I sent you — the |70 take away:
one about stupid Peter, 5a_vin§, [E3 Audio (436 K)

how stupid he is? ) Script (27 K)
Mark
Mark's Email
Episode 1 Mistake
Listen to Mark 1: Email fun?
= i LISTEN | 2: What Email?
3: That's Weird!
4: Oops!
Check out - checked out - checked out 5: Don’t Panict
6: Escape Plan
Meaning: If you check something out, you look at it or examine it 7: Plan into Action
to find out more about it. 8: Phew!
. . ) . 9: Another Email?
Grammar: This phrasal verb needs an object. It is possible to put TRTTe
Te obi_:]ecté:eg:ween 1zz:e vers ané:l par:clle. If the object is a pronoun, Impossible!
it must go between the verb and particle. 11: Big Mistake?
We're going to check out the new club 12: Mark’s in Trouble
We're going to check the new club out Episodes 1 - 12:
We're going to check it out Complete series

We're going to check out it - NOT CORRECT

. . . Other series
Example sentence: There's a great movie on TV tonight - you

must check it out! IBDb and Jackie
Image 10 — repeated yet not meaningful exposure to a specific form

In the paragraph above | have raised the issuaplfdit grammar teaching which could
also be termed discovery learning, as the gramsnaoti explained explicitly but needs
to be reflected on individually by the user. Altighuthe evaluated language learning
website contains traditional grammar explanationsexercises too, many of the
activities are also non-guided and thus leavedHeative effort to the learner. As a
result, it seems justifiable to conclude that ciite 25 can be verified since the website
contains activities that force the learners to ndikeoveries about the language on
their own. However, in discussing theoretical agpabout second language
acquisition, it has also been pointed out thanless' attention should be drawn to forms
that are intended to become intake, as they agfylth remain unnoticed otherwise.
Therefore, it seems to make sense to combine s&led language discovery with
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textual enhancements or reflection hints in ordeydint the learners' attention in the
right direction without giving away too much. Tléspartly achieved on the website,
especially with specific vocabulary exercises whiohte the learner to read texts that
include expressions printed in bold, the definidaf which can, but do not necessarily
have to, be accessed after the readdB§ Learning English also includes traditional
approaches to grammar, but since the self-guidezbdery of the English language
seems to be one focus of the website, it appegitshate to consider criterion 25 as

verified.

Another distinctive feature of the analysed langulggrning website is the help
provided in case of difficulties arising with spiecigrammar items, criterion 26.
Although much of the design of the page is, asadyenentioned, confusing and
inconsistent, it also contains the dependable featalled "Ask about English". This
course enables learners to ask questions aboufisggammatical or lexical issues
they have encountered and provides them with @etakplanations and feasible
examples. The questions that have been sent irlhasvthe experts' answers are then
published, collected and categorized in the progmnareo that every user can browse the
contributions when grammatical help is needed. Despe fact that the illogical page
design serves to diminish the effectiveness ofc¢bigse, it is nonetheless a useful
means of providing individualised and user-centrelph. In addition, this programme as
well as other grammar activities also fulfil critar 27, as both terminology and meta-

explanations are used.

The last grammatical aspect to be discussed ish@h#te website provides sufficient
opportunities for practice. Again, one faces tlsaiesof how to define a fairly vague
term, this time "sufficient”. What might be enouygtactice for one learner, could be
clearly too little for another. One solution togharoblem of definition is to suggest that
the materials should contain a really large amofieixercises. Since some exercises,
due to their level of difficulty or complexity, niig require the learner to engage with
them repeatedly, it is furthermore important togypnore than one exercise for the
same feature, which in turn at least doubles treadly large amount of exercises.
Naturally, since there are many language pointsiainglish that are worthwhile
looking at and practising, this implies that a us&inguage learning website has to
provide a considerably great amount of exercisés;win turn means a lot of server
space required. In the caseBBC Learning English, however, the sheer amount of

programmes available on the site suggests thagisspace does not seem to be an
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issue. It is therefore rather surprising that dote 28, the provision of sufficient
practice opportunities, could not be verified. Véhihere are sufficient exercises for
some issues, especially for vocabulary acquisaioth extension, some topics do not
receive the same extent of attention. Furtherntbeeinefficient organization of content
makes it almost impossible for the user to looksjeecific practice opportunities.

Moving on to the topic of writing skills, it firsteeds to be mentioned that the focus of
the analysed website does not seem to be on imm@aewiting skills. However, as has
already been noted before, it does include actwitihat enable learners to submit their
own texts. Earlier it has been pointed out thatimgimaterials should reflect
meaningful contexts and have authentic purposektrenwebsite clearly fulfils this
criterion. Though sometimes hard to find, therevamgous specials which invite the
learners to submit their own contribution, suchegmrts about costumes and
celebrations in their countries, their favouriteipes or book discussions. The tasks are
meaningful because they have a clear and auth@ntpose and due to the publication
of the submissions, the users are motivated texwa effort into their contributions.

Therefore, criterion 29 has been positively vedfie

When taking a closer look at the writing tasks, cae make some interesting
observations: Criterion 30 can be considered tiulided because the writing tasks not
only provide a topic, but also include an introdloictto the topic (e.g. "This series gives
you an opportunity to taste some of the populdnedrom all over the world - and of
course to practise you ‘culinary’ English!"), matienal expressions like "and don't
forget that you can be the star of this show taad contextual phrases like "Bon
appetit!" (all quotes taken from the course ‘Resifrem around the world’). By
displaying and promoting the other users' texesvihting tasks also include reference
texts that serve as stimulating pre-writing ingdbwever, in most cases there are no
strategy hints for the learners (criterion 31). @xeeption is the student blog which is
regularly updated by one learner and also regutamgmented on by a teacher who
supplies strategy hints. Nevertheless, the tasksotioontain writing tips and specific
hints to help them communicate more effectively.

Similar to another criterion discussed earliertbe,requirement of providing
"sufficient” opportunities for the choice of tagksa tricky issue. Before, this problem
has been tackled by means of interpreting "sufiiitias "plenty”. On the basis of this

extended definition, criterion 33 cannot be vedfae to the fact that there are simply
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not many writing opportunities for learners. Desylte fact that the page does include
writing activities, the focus is obviously not omitwmg, which is why the writing
activities do not form a category of their own bah mostly be found in the category
‘Specials’. Although users often have the posgibtlh post comments for certain tasks
or in response to a specific content-related qoesthere are nonetheless only few real
writing opportunities. Moreover, some of these ingtspecials appear in monthly
intervals and do not allow too many learners taguate to the final content, which
suggests that only a few out of many learners eathyrmake use of these
opportunities. There is, therefore, definitely @ahéor more practice opportunities.

Despite the limited amount of practice opportusitighe tasks nevertheless fulfil many
of the conditions established for writing taskstreesy familiarize the learners with the
topic through publishing others' contributions t@rion 32), establish a clear context
(criterion 36), draw on the learners' knowledge axygerience by referring to their
individual culture and costumes (criterion 37) dmas prove relevant to the genre and
the audience (criterion 38). However, although ¢hemntext-specific conditions can be
verified, the tasks nonetheless fail to fulfil amet, more didactic criterion. The writing
tasks are often designed in a straightforward matiha allows the learner to contribute
creative texts without limitations. Yet this appcbaloes not fit the needs of learners
who require more guidance for a writing task andilddoenefit from more detailed task
descriptions. Similarly, such learners would reguiiscussion questions or text samples
illustrated by an expert, not a learner. Therefirean be concluded that criterion 35,

the catering for guided AND non-guided learningdsgdnas not been fulfilled.

6.3 Conclusions about the language learning usability criteria

Similar to the criteria for general pedagogicalhikiy, the language learning usability
criteria have proved more complex than anticipafedhlysing and categorizing
language is not always a straightforward mattertaedsame complexity applies to
issues that arise within the context of languagenieg. While some criteria have
proved highly important and quite clear from a tte¢éical point of view, the test has
shown that the same criteria prove equally impanbam less easily assessable when
applying them in a website test setting. As a teslubse results indicate that in order to

establish whether particularly subjective aspestish as motivational value or appeal,
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can be verified or not, it would be highly worthéehio obtain evaluation results not
just by linguists, teachers or other experts. Adleérthe question of whether a learner
wants to engage with specific materials and why ihihe case can be best answered by

a learner him- or herself.

Furthermore, the trial investigation has serveshow that for some criteria the
underlying definitions were sometimes insufficienincomplete, which is why in the
course of testing some definitions had to be aeadlys more detail. It seems that for
some criteria, an unplanned modification can béulisence unforeseen features of the
analysed website may influence the test, whichhg thie flexibility and occasionally
indeterminate character of some test criteria entidd tester to adapt the criteria to
unanticipated changes. Applying the criteria inwmebsite test has also revealed that
some criteria nonetheless may benefit from imprca@m order to ensure the validity

of the evaluation framework.

7 Evaluating the multimodality usability of a language
learning website

The preceding chapters have revealed interestidgnaportant insights into
pedagogical and linguistic issues which constithieecore of the evaluation framework
due to the fact that these are the main aspetémgfiage learning. However, an
evaluation of any kind of materials should alsosider the influence of pictorial and in
the case of digital materials also auditory andratéd information on intake.
Therefore, this chapter discusses researchersidgyaions about how multimodality
affects the way information is perceived and wkaiuggested in terms of combining

different modes in the most useful way.

7.1 Important theoretical aspects from multimodality theory

It has already been discussed that textual asasedictorial or animated background
information can be useful to establish a contextweler, while this may be beneficial
for the learner to a certain extent, an overloachoftimodal information can also prove

disadvantageous for intake. On the basis of mutitkah processing theory by Chun and
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Plass (1997) and multi-channel communication thégrilayer and Sims (1994),
Derewianka (2007) illustrates several consideratamout multi-modal processing of
electronic materials. He emphasizes that it is @ to consider whether the
information that is provided by text and graphgsnutually supportive, that is, relevant
to each other. However, he also points out thassodance between the meaning of the
text and the graphical information can be prodectoo, as unlikely and rare contrasts

may lead to critical reflection. (Derewianka 200052

Furthermore, Moreno and Mayer (2007:316) claim #rmgt unessential information
should be excluded. Derewianka (2007:205) suggleatsion-relevant graphical
information should be avoided, as it is likely twsp a distraction to learners,
particularly younger ones. Beaumont and O’BriarD@0Qwho carried out a writing
project at a Secondary school, consistently expeei@ the problems of distracting
advertisements and banners in their project arder@lbout these in their research diary,
among other issues that occurred. The followingaextfrom their research diary
supports Moreno and Mayer’s (2007) as well as Deneka’s (2007) above stated

claims:

You have messages like ‘Click here.” And what do the children do? They click here! You
have a mixture of visual and textual messages too. Often the children were drawn
towards the visual. Even when you’re typing your message, the colours and flashing

buttons are there inviting you in. (Beaumont & O’Brian 2000:61)

Another important issue Derewianka (2007) raisdékas of redundancy. He points out
that graphical information, despite its appeal aradivational value, can be superfluous
if it illustrates exactly the same idea as theuakinformation (2007:205), a contention
which is also highlighted by Moreno and Mayer (2@156). Schnotz further elaborates
on the idea and emphasizes that it is also impbiteavoid triple redundancy, that is,
the parallel presentation of pictorial, auditoryglawritten text. He argues that thus
attention would be split because the learner hasneentrate on three different modes
of information. (Schnotz 2005:62). Derewianka aggtieat a non-feasible combination
of media, that is, a too large extent of differer@dia, can also be overwhelming for the
learner (2007:205). However, both Derewianka (2B0%) and Schnotz (2005:62) state
that redundancy can be useful for learners wittyféow levels of proficiency. Despite
the fact that these researchers’ ideas about rethegdyenerally seem useful for the

sake of avoiding split attention or an overwhelmamgount of information, their rather
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vague approach to the presentation of informatieoukl not be adopted uncritically.
While a combination of different types of infornatimight be superfluous from a
multimodal point of view, it might be helpful todgéitate understanding unclear
information such as ambiguous pictorial informatibievertheless, the redundancy
principles can certainly be a useful means to ilenhnecessary information.

Derewianka (2007) goes on to mention the task-8pegppropriateness of particular
media. He claims that some media are more suifableertain tasks than others.
Therefore, with reference to Chun and Plass (1@9Bgerewianka 2007), Derewianka
argues that graphical information is more bendffalavocabulary tasks than videos,
since more effort is required for interpreting draal information, while videos can be
more suitable for creating understanding of cultisgues. Animations can be useful to
demonstrate how something is done, while illustragimay serve to make particular
features of the text more salient. (Derewianka 2206-206). Additionally, Schnotz
(2005:65) points out that it is important not tordmne auditory information with
pictures that are not relevant for the target aumbewhich is particularly important
when, unlike in the language learning materialduatad in this paper, a definite target

audience is specified.

Another significant aspect of multimodality themgncerns not only which media are
presented, but also the spatial and temporal pribximetween them. Moreno and
Mayer (2007) argue that pictures need to be platebbse spatial proximity to written
text and that sound needs to be presented immbdieta pictures whenever there is a
combination of auditory and pictorial informatiorhis idea is also supported by
Schnotz (2005:65), who suggests that likewise, ahons should be combined with
spoken text.

While the presentation of multi-modal informatianisuch is already a fairly
complicated matter in terms of what proves benafi@nd what is disadvantageous, it is
yet a more complex issue when the mix of mediarapdemented as interactive
materials. Moreno and Mayer (2007) analysed thie tofpinteractivity with digital
materials and on the basis of their findings prepseveral suggestions. Firstly, they
argue that interactive materials should providelgnce, as learners perform better if
they are prompted to participate actively in threktg2007:316). While by ‘guidance’
the authors mean a “guiding pedagogical agent” @vorand Mayer 2007:316), this

criterion may also be extended to interactive task® feature extensive guidance of
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any kind throughout the task. Moreover, the autladss state that learners should be
able to control the pace of the interactive tasksrder to enable them to have more
time for deep-processing (317). As regards theamécof interactive tasks, Moreno
and Mayer suggest that the task outcome shouléioexplanatory rather than
corrective feedback and, when providing the restiies materials should also prompt

the learners to reflect on the learning outcomé<{317).

7.2 Creating and applying multimodality usability criteria for a
website test

As before, the theoretical aspects discussed diwe been included in the established
framework in order to enable the researcher touatalin how far multi-modal aspects
have been considered in the design of the web-Hasgdage learning materials.
Again, this part of the framework has also beemrerad in terms of its validity by

applying the criteria illustrated in Table 6 in thebsite test.

1. MULTIMODAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

39. provide textual and graphical information that is mutually supportive?

40. avoid non-relevant graphics that may pose a distraction to (particularly younger) learners?
41. contain redundant information only when needed (i.e. for low-proficiency materials)?
42. avoid a non-feasible combination of media?

43. feature types of media that are most appropriate for the task?

44. combine animations with spoken text?

45. add task- and audience-appropriate pictures to auditory text?

46. present pictorial information in close spatial proximity to written text?

47. present pictorial information in close temporal proximity to auditory text?

48. avoid triple redundancy (i.e. pictorial, auditory AND written text)?

49. provide guidance for interactive materials?

50. enable learners to control the pace of an interactive task?

51. cater for explanatory rather than corrective feedback on interactive task outcomes?
52. prompt follow-up learner reflection on interactive task outcomes?

Table 6 — criteria for multimodality usability

The first multimodality condition to verify is coamed with whether textual and
graphical information presented in the materiaésrautually supportive. As | have
mentioned earlier on, the large amount of datalabia on the website proves
challenging, not only because the learner is somaldikely to have a solid overview

of the content, but also because a large amountaination makes it more difficult to




62

evaluate the website. Therefore, the overwhelmmguat of content presented on a
website may affect the verification of criterion, 3¢hich also applies to this website
test. Furthermore, another issue frequently meatlan this paper plays a major role in
the test, namely that of subjectivity. While a a@rtimage looks more or less familiar to
one user, it may create different ideas and memavith another user.

Consider, for example, images 11 and 12. Imagehddvs a part of a vocabulary quiz
dealing with army lexicon that seeks to elicit herd 'superior'. The picture displayed
alongside the gap text is actually quite cleveif akows an army person from an
inferior's perspective and so it could be argued lioth pictorial and graphical
information are mutually supportive. On the othandh, this way of illustrating
superiority could also be too subtle and even radileg, which is why one may also
argue that picture and text represent differerasdémage 12 shows an extract of a
similar quiz eliciting the word 'pre-owned'. Whtlge text conveys information about a
pre-owned dress, the picture illustrates neithercttimcept of second-hand clothing nor
does it show a dress at all. Thus, it could agaiargued that textual and pictorial
information are not mutually supportive. And yettbe other hand one might also
claim that it is supportive enough to show a contemman who proudly presents a
clothes item, as it is done in the exercise. Ndiyrdhe website also provides a lot of
pictures that tend to be less debateable but irtshall, it is obvious that the
interpretation of pictorial content is clearly ébgctive matter. Therefore, the first
criterion of the multimodal evaluation has beenkedras both fulfilled and not
fulfilled.

2: Still thinking about someone's official position in the army, what would you call someone
whose official status is above yours?

an inferior
|| 3 pear
| @ superior

1 a commander

Image 11 — army vocabulary quiz

1: I got this fantastic dress in the charity shop for practically no money at all. It's
but you'd never guess it, would you?

| second-owned
| pre-owned
| post-owned

i after-owned

Image 12 — eliciting the word “pre-owned”
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While BBC Learning English contains some images that might not relate taetkigial
content all very well, there are, at the same tineeimages that may pose a distraction
to the learner. The website does not feature amgridements, banners or flicking
images, which is why the user's attention stayaded on learning-related content.
With many free online learning materials, the aaoick of irrelevant graphics cannot be
taken for granted as the availability of thesessititen depends heavily on sponsored
advertisement. In the caseRBC Learning English, however, this is no issue at all.

When it comes to redundant information, one ofttte®ries discussed earlier on argues
in favour of redundancy only for low-proficiency tedals. The user profile | have
created for the learning website suggests thattierials, despite the fact that much of
the content resembles an overall intermediate @evicy level, are designed for
different levels of proficiency. As a result, itaBnost impossible to establish whether
the pictures are suitable for the users' profigrdagel. Additionally, and unlike
classroom textbooks, online learning materialsodten used by learners of differing
age and proficiency levels. This makes the prowisibaudience-related multimodal
information somewhat impossible because if no taagdience is defined, it cannot be
established who really makes use of the matefalsthese reasons, criterion 41 has
been considered fulfilled as the overall amount @atdire of redundant information

appears suitable for the comprehensive learnintegbn

As regards the feasibility of the media combinethimlanguage learning materials, it
seems safe to say that the analysed website ina@e@wpdids an overwhelming amount
of media. Although some programmes include sevgpas of media, such as textual,
auditory, pictorial and video information, it neva@ems to be too much. This is also
due to the fact that the additional informatiomag provided automatically but can be
accessed on demand, for example by means of ao plager, expandable text items or
videos. However, the media are not always usedaslaappropriate way. It seems that
videos and animations in particular are used fooat everything new irrespective of
the exercise type. On the whole, however, the Gipictorial and auditory information
tends to be task-appropriate, as they are frequentployed for vocabulary acquisition

and cultural understanding.

Criterion 44 is based on the condition that anioraishould be combined with spoken

text. At the time of the research only one progranithe Flatmates’, featured
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animations. Originally featuring only few cartoakd illustrations of the characters
alongside the main text, the programme must hakieaed considerable popularity, as
with the progress of the various episodes cameateuiradaptations of the programme.
These lightly animated spots were put online onvtleo platformYouTube and

contain spoken text in the form of spoken charaobeversations as well as sometimes
spoken background sounds. As a result, conditioceddbe considered fulfilled and

verified in the evaluation.

The next condition of the framework is concernethwhe combination of task- and
audience-appropriate pictures and auditory teXe im many other cases related before,
the issue of the target audience for the websitkeuimvestigation for criterion 45 is a
rather tricky one. For that reason, the verificatod the appropriateness is based on
evaluating task appropriateness only, and the weetest results suggest that this
condition can be regarded as fulfilled. The piabmformation is always aimed at
relating to the content and/or context of the tasis links nicely with the spoken text.
Consider, for instance, Image 13, a screenshot@fepisode of ‘Keep your English up
to date’ in which the phrase “staycation” is exp&ad by spoken text as well as aptly
summarized by the characteristic picture of a gnistay-at-home vacation.
Furthermore, as it has been argued that verbahand/erbal information, if combined,
should be presented both in close spatial as wa#mporal proximity, this condition
can also be verified for the verbal and non-verbatlia examined, with Image 13 being
one example for close spatial proximity betweerbakand non-verbal text. However,
Image 13 also illustrates that condition 48, theidance of triple redundancy, cannot
be considered fulfilled. In the theoretical partlod multimodality chapter, it has been
pointed out that a combination of textual, pictbaiad auditory information proves less
effective due to the split of attention, yet thype of multimodality is employed with a
fairly high frequency on the evaluated website oA can see in Image 13, the learner
can obtain spoken information about the expreststaycation”, analyse the picture in
more detail or read the text, but the rather lepgthtten explanation of the word
appears somewhat redundant and might cause confwgiothe user as to what to
focus on first. In addition, the text provides stiffint and more easily obtainable
information about the English expression to maleligtening activity dispensable,
which might not be the effect the designer of tbivdy has intended. Triple
redundancy can be found frequently on the websidep@ssibly also contributes to the

general overload of information.
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o e,
Keep your English up to date ""f‘* D
Staycation
Listen Downloads
Mark Shea explains the origin, To take away:

meaning and use of the
expression 'staycation’. Click
below to listen:

| E3 Audio (975 K)
| B Text (30 K)

s |

Series 6

13 talks about new

Staycation and changing words
and expressions by

These days people have less and less money to spend on luxuries, Mark Shea
thinnz lika hnlidawve for evamnle Sa when thew hawve anme fime aff A clin nf tho thansh

Image 13 — pictorial, auditory and written information

The last matter of investigation in multimodal theto be evaluated is that of
interactivity. Researchers have argued that interamaterials should provide
guidance, enable learners to control the paceagrpss with the materials, provide
explanatory rather than corrective feedback anal @ismpt the users to reflect on their
results after completing the task. The resultshafysing some interactive activities
presented on the evaluated language learning veedisitw that the first three of these
criteria can be considered to be fulfilled, as guick, pace control and explanatory
feedback are provided. However, guidance in myaresedoes not refer to a guiding
pedagogical agent (a famous model of which woulthbeDffice AssistanClippy
prominent in older Microsoft Office® versions), kotinstructional guidance for the
interactive materials in general. Examples of sgigkdance include game play tips,

slidable or expandable instructions.

Similarly, the exercises do not feature traditigpate control like buttons to stop and
resume the activity, but for speed-based activihegpace can be adjusted by means of
configuring a level of difficulty, such as easy,dnen or difficult, before starting the
activity. Although one might argue that thus, paoastrol is restricted to the beginning
of the activity only, it is understandable that & of time-controlled activities lies in
the uninterrupted completion of certain tasks withilimited amount of time.

Therefore, enabling the learner to specify the madge at the beginning of the
interactive activity appears perfectly reasonabileewise, explanatory feedback is

constantly used instead of only pointing out wheenething was correct or not. In
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addition, the activities not only feature explamat@edback in the sense of definitions,
but some exercises, such as the language puzidesraate a reasoning gap by forcing
the learner to investigate the language point thinaanly providing hints in which
language programme of the website the informatiay be found. Creating a reasoning
gap such as this may also be regarded as fulfidirtgrion 52, the provision of a

prompt for learner reflection on the task outcolne,since this is only implemented in

one specific interactive task, condition 52 carydy@ considered as partly fulfilled.

All'in all, as presented in Table 7, the websitd tesults indicate that the majority of
criteria for multimodality usability, namely 71.4@r cent, have been fulfilled, 21.43

per cent have been partly fulfilled and only oné@itthe fourteen conditions could not

be verified.
1. MULTIMODAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ... -I

39. provide textual and graphical information that is mutually supportive? 1

40. avoid non-relevant graphics that may pose a distraction to (particularly younger)

learners? 1

41. contain redundant information only when needed (i.e. for low-proficiency

materials)? 1

42. avoid a non-feasible combination of media (i.e. overwhelming)? 1

43, feature types of media that are most appropriate for the task? 1

44. combine animations with spoken text? 1

45. add task- and audience-appropriate pictures to auditory text? 1

46. present verbal and non-verbal information in close spatial proximity? 1

47. present verbal and non-verbal information in close temporal proximity? 1

48. avoid triple redundancy (i.e. spoken, auditory AND written text)? 1

49. provide guidance for interactive materials? 1

50. enable learners to control the pace of an interactive task? 1

51. cater for explanatory rather than corrective feedback on interactive task

outcomes? 1

52. prompt follow-up learner reflection on interactive task outcomes? 1

Table 7 — website test results multimodal usability .
criteria total value %
total 14 100
fulfilled: 10 71.43
partly fulfilled 3 21.43
not fulfilled: 1 7.14
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7.3 Conclusions about the multimodality usability criteria

As we have seen in the discussions of the prepaus of the framework, evaluating
multimodal usability is not always a clear-cut reatSome aspects about multimodal
information, such as the idea a source of inforomais trying to convey, are always
subject to individual assessment. Analysing hovargety of different media affects the
perception of information is nonetheless valualbie e proposed catalogue of
evaluation questions has proved a helpful toolntoorer more interesting aspects of the
tested language learning website. In additionfeésehas also shown that it is a time-
consuming matter to evaluate all the different raauh a website, as the variety of
images, videos, auditory information and other raéslieven harder to obtain and
assess than purely textual information. This ingisaot only that the website is too
complex and features too much content, but alsatieamultimodality usability criteria
are more suitable for a detailed website evaluatiimer than enabling the evaluator to
get an immediate overall impression of its multimlogsability. We will now move on
to our last field of interest in language learnmegpsite evaluation, that is, the issue of

computerizing information.

8 Evaluating the technical usability of a language
learning website

The issues discussed so far were more or less r@mtceith mainly educational
aspects: in how far a website reflects general gegiaal usability, whether the applied
language learning concepts are consistent witrentifmdings in SLA and language
learning theory and if multimodality is employedthe most efficient way from a
didactic point of view. Yet a website evaluationamfy kind would be incomplete if one
did not consider technical aspects too, since g information is implemented in a
website influences if and how a user accessegioisnation and what he or she does
with it. Moreover, the quality of a page’s navigatal system, its layout design and the
support features also plays a decisive role imetitrg, maintaining and regaining users.
Irrespective of how useful language learning materre and how skilfully they have
been assembled, unless they motivate the learrrgage with them for a longer
period and/or repeatedly, the materials are unlikelachieve their full potential.
Therefore, the way computerized information is tecailly implemented also plays a
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crucial role in designing and evaluating digitaldgaage learning materials. Technical
website aspects include the page layout, the nawrgd design, organisation of
information within the overall page framework, ftinoality and efficiency, data-
related problems such as loading times or dis@ayds and user friendliness. Some

important technical considerations will now be dssed in more detail.

8.1 Important theoretical aspects from Computer Science

Unlike in many other areas of research, it is sohegwdifficult to find academic
contributions to website usability evaluation, aasyof the publications tend to be
independent guideline books rather than acaderfatecediscussions. Some of these
guidelines, however, can be regarded as scienbfitributions in their own right, as
they are based on long-term research and experi#eegh not always on pre-existing
theories. Many of the authors publishing a setuwfiglines for website usability are
experts of web applications, web design and soéwesting and thus appropriately
base their claims on their specialist knowledgthefsubject. Naturally, however, there
are also published documents which are less udefigite their being produced by
experts of the field, which is why website usapiliterature needs to be reviewed

particularly critically.

A review of the existing literature on website uigbevaluation suggests that many
considerations are based on approaches originaljyoged by Jakob Nielsen, who is
one of the best-known web-design usability constdtaDespite having been criticised
for some aspects of his theories in the past (skei®2002), Nielsen’s views of usability
are still very popular. The core of his usabilipncept is that of “heuristic evaluation”,
which for Nielsen means a “systematic inspectioa aker interface design for
usability” (Nielsen 1999:155) based on usabilitynpiples derived by him. While some
of these criteria were not relevant to my evalugtidhave included most of his major

ten principles proposed in his 1994 article “Hetizigvaluation”.

According to Nielsen (1994:30), some of the mogtantant aspects of technical
usability are: matching the system and the realdyatlowing user control and
freedom, maintaining consistency and standardaddfition, he emphasizes the

significance of presenting error information, aigiior flexibility and efficiency of use,
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providing help and documentation and striving foroaerall aesthetic and minimalistic
design. Matching the system and the real world iesghat the system should make use
of the natural, non-technical language of the asertry to represent concepts and
conventions that are familiar to those that cafolbi@d in real life. In order to allow for
user control and freedom, it is important to faatk navigation through the content so
that, in case the user gets lost in the navigati®ar exit strategies are close at hand.
Consistency and standards can be maintained byiegshat the platform follows
consistent principles in terms of wording, layoutay other actions. Presenting
information about errors that have occurred onitabsite not only means that the user
should have some kind of notification of the etsat that is also important to inform
the user in an appropriate way, that is, by meansderstandable language, error
definitions and implications, all of which should presented immediately. Aiming for
flexibility and efficiency of use implies that adesatory items should be available in
order to enable more proficient users to navigateugh the content more quickly and
thus tailor their actions according to their neddiglsen also suggests that it is
important to provide for help and documentatioalbtimes in order to fully support the
user in his or her quest for information. And lgstle claims that any website should
aim for a minimalistic and thus aesthetic desighelsen 1994:30)

While Nielsen’s criteria presented above may sarek as the basis of any technical
usability evaluation, it is also important to gatbéher, more detailed evaluation
aspects in order to cater for a more comprehersiagysis of the subject. One
important aspect of technical usability is the timeaof a good navigational design.
Shapiro (2005:321) argues that sitemaps can belusspecially for larger platforms,
as users are likely to get lost in the overabundariénformation. A sitemap is a
graphical representation of all the content thaivigilable on a website and of how it is
organized, for example how it is linked to othentamt. An example of such a sitemap
can be seen in Image 14. McGrath (2002:135) sth&es“[a]s with a book, an index
can be invaluable.”, which is why he also suggestuse of a site map or other
navigation aids, such as categorized indices aliimes, for the improvement of the site
navigation. Brinck, Gergle and Wood (2002:413) mspthat a good navigation design
includes a logically ordered and clear navigatian bonsistent information about
where the user is at the moment and clearly mdikksl to the main page at any time.
They also stress that a good navigation desigmwalkfficiency of use through faster

procedures and few, comprehensible steps (2002:B&B¢wianka (2007:204) adds a
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pedagogical component to the navigation desigrifegsing that a good navigation

design is vital for facilitating reading comprehiems

Who We Are H°m°3uﬂder
Match'Ep,

Home Ownership

Mortgages

| Saving and Investing

Interest |

MindBuilder
Cool Facts

Glossary

Calculator

T

Configuration

Site Map

Plug-Ins

[ Site Tour

_ Troubleshooting
Privacy Statement l
AWA

Image 14 - Example of a sitemap, taken from http://www.ginniemae.gov/homezone/index.html

Another issue that is closely related to navigatiesign is link efficiency. McGrath
(2002:135) suggests that sufficient links are naspliin order to guarantee well-
arranged content. Well-arranged means that coetentld be organized logically and
predictably, which, according to Kitao (2002:73pchieved through dividing the
content into logical units, establishing a hiergrofimportance among these and using
this hierarchy to structure relations among umits.also argues that it is important not
only to establish a content-related, but also aalikierarchy, which is why he deems it
highly important to have a consistent scheme afalsas regards graphics and colour
themes (Kitao 2002:73). His view is supported byné&k, Gergle and Wood (2002:412)
who, in addition, state that the use of too margurs should be avoided. They also
claim that elements should be grouped effectivaly lagically (413). Both Kitao
(2002:73) and Brinck, Gergle and Wood (2002:418ppse that contrast should be
used in order to strengthen visual hierarchiescamgistency. The former also stresses
that it is vital to emphasize the most importaen&nts of a page (Kitao 2002:71),
which is similar to Brinck, Gergle and Wood’s (200P3) suggestion that each page

should have a clear focal point.

While an excellent navigational design and logamaitent organization are highly
significant aspects of a website, other factordrsagccontent properties are important

too. The chapter on multimodal usability has alyedealt with the combination of
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pictorial information among other information intdig but it is worthwhile to look at
pictures not only as sources of information bub &tem a technical point of view.
Depending on their quality and properties, imagesttave large file sizes affecting
loading times, which is why Kitao (2002:73) reconmde avoiding the heavy use of
images for the sake of both loading time and mitistia page aesthetics. Nonetheless,
Gergle and Wood (2002:412) also emphasize thatasagould have adequate quality
in favour of fuzzy pictures and, should the browdee to various reasons be unable to
display the images, also include alternate textstier relevant issue pointed out by
them is that the pages should never exceed theowisstze (Brinck, Gergle and Wood
2002:413), as constant scrolling is both distractnd bothersome for the user. In order
to make the finding of content easier rather tmmomvenient, they suggest using search

fields as well as ensuring legible text at all t2002:413).

As already mentioned earlier on, Nielsen (1994t8®) pointed out that, in case of
occurring errors, users should be immediately gmptapriately informed about these.
At the same time, he emphasizes that, first arehfost, systems should aim at
preventing errors rather than mitigating them (3@)¢ce the functional correctness of a
website is one of its most crucial functions. There, a website should contain neither
broken links nor broken images or media of othadgj a view that is also shared by
Brinck, Gergle and Wood (2002) who propose a setluér website constraints. In
order to ensure a smooth flow of operations, tlez skould be presented with a
confirmation check before heavily loading actiorthe- same holds true for costly or
risky steps. Yet the requirement of a non-stangard-in that would just be needed for
the purpose of one specific website applicatiorsdu# call for the user’s confirmation,
but is best avoided at all. In any case, loadimgetshould not exceed three to fifteen

seconds in order to keep waiting time appropriBten€k, Gergle and Wood 2002:413).

8.2 Creating and applying technical usability criteria for a
website test

TECHNICAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

53. reflect a good navigation design?

54. make use of link efficiency through connecting multiple pages by many links?
55. have a consistent visual hierarchy/visual layout?

56. emphasize the important elements?
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57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.

organize the content logically and predictably?

make use of contrast to establish hierarchy?

avoid heavy use of images for the sake of loading time?

reflect an overall functional correctness?

reflect an efficiency of use?

contain search options?

avoid exceeding the window size?

reflect a clear focal point on each page?

use grouping of elements effectively and logically?

use images of adequate quality?

contain images that include an alternate text?

avoid too many colours?

contain legible text?

include confirmation checks before risky, costly or heavily loading actions?
feature useful error pages if errors occur?

contain help pages?

reflect appropriate maximum loading time of about 3-15 seconds?
contain no broken links?

contain no broken images?

support various browsers?

avoid the requirement of non-standard plugins that are not useful?
contain wholly non-technical, user-centred language?

aim at a minimalistic design?

Table 8 — technical usability evaluation criteria

The technical aspects discussed above have begmated in the framework of

evaluation by means of creating the fourth andpast of the framework. The

summarized technical usability evaluation criteaa be seen in Table 8. Again, the

validity of these criteria has been assessed ielzsite test which has proved

considerably easier than any of the preceding testgo the more easily determinable
nature of the study subject. The detailed ressltsal as figures of the website test will

be presented and discussed below.
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The first question presented in Table 8 is conakimigh the quality of the website’'s

navigational design. In the course of this papédras been pointed out several times

that the navigation aids of the website are poarntgnged, but only the technical part of

this study allows for a deeper insight into why tia&igation design fails to fulfil its

duty of providing guidance for the users. Despiefact thaBBC Learning English

features some kind of navigation board, this limieix is not appropriately structured.

The navigation board, presented in image 15, cosiai
clickable overview of the main contents and eacthe$e
sections can be clicked in order to reveal the siibate
content links. The main heading ‘General & Business
English’, for example, expands sub-sections lik&liGute
English’, ‘“Talk about English’ or ‘Talking Businésgach of
which again can be clicked in order to be diret¢tethe
courses bearing that name. However, there areaever
problems with this kind of navigation. Firstly, iagan be
observed in Image 15, only one main section can be
expanded at one time. Given the considerable nuofber
programmes provided on the website, this can be
problematic as users might get lost fairly easihew looking
for specific information. A solution to this proiobewould be
to provide a site map which gives a clear overviéwhe
content to be found on the page. But despite ttiettat
BBC Learning English contains a sitemap, it is relatively
hard to find and also contains too much textuarimftion,
which makes it rather difficult to gain a comprebien

overview of the content.

Another idea to improve the navigational systerthef

website would be to split the navigation bar indeeral,

Home

General &
Business English

Grammar,
Vocabulary &
Pronunciation

Words in the News
The Teacher

Mews English Extra
Mews about Britain
Pronunciation tips

Azl about Enaglish

How to...

Keep your English
up to date

Face Up to
Phrasals

Grammar
Zhallenge

Funky Phrasals
Quizzes

The Flatmates
Community
For teachers
Specials
About us

Downloads

image 15 - BBC Learning
English navigation bar

more meaningful categories and label them morelglaacording to which sub-

sections they contain. However, the sections pteddan the navigation bar are neither

well-chosen nor clearly labelled. What exactly, égample, is meant by ‘General

English’ and why is ‘Words in the News’ not alsatpaf general English? Why does

the programme ‘The Flatmates’ get a section headitige navigation bar of its own

when, since it is dealing with grammatical issuesyight fit into the Grammar section
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just as well? These are just some questions aalritser could ask and indeed the
organization of the content in the navigation baghthbe more confusing rather than

supportive.

While navigation seems to be a highly problematsue of the website, criterion 54, on
the other hand, could be verified, as link efficgmposes no problem BBC Learning
English. The user can swiftly flick through the contentéese of the satisfying amount
of links provided on each page. While other suleatgpof navigation, which will be
discussed further on in this paper, may affect trsmmdliness, the link efficiency
facilitates browsing the content without interrgpis or obstructions. Yet this cannot
diminish the fact that the next criterion, proviglifor consistency in terms of layout and
hierarchy, could not be verified. Colour can sease stimulus for engagement with the
materials, which is why the motivational value ofaur should not be underestimated.
The use of several different colours may lead twegessary confusion of the user
though. The use of colour contrast in differentises of the content is often applied to
help the user identify similarities and differetgidetween content items. But using the
same colour for objects taken from different catesgoor not applying it consistently,

both of which occurs on the analysed website, doéseem particularly beneficial.

This in turn leads to a related criterion, namehgetier the appliance of too many
colours is avoided, which could not be confirmetiei. Consistency in terms of the
visual layout and hierarchy has not been verifitliee, since the website features too
many differing colour and font schemes, which lemdan overall inconsistent
appearance of the content presentation. Nonethéhese are also a number of criteria
which could be verified. Important elements of ¢ite are emphasized and contrast is
used to establish visual and conceptual hierarckigshermore, images are not used
too heavily but those included in the website athlof adequate image quality and
also feature alternate texts, which is why crit®6a58 and 59 could be verified. Even
so, this does not alter the fact that the conteesdot appear to be organized logically

or predictably.

Testing the functional correctness of a websitetiscky issue because it not only
involves assessing all parts of a website but @teeking these in specific, alternating
scenarios with differing starting points and vaga@ata and input combinations.
However, as this test mainly serves the purposeafying the framework of

evaluation, functional correctness can also bedesy ensuring that all used and
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frequently accessed activities of the website vair& given point of time. This
condition could be verified because the materialsndt show any deficiency in terms
of functionality at any time. This also implies titaiterion 71, the inclusion of useful
error pages in case of occurring errors, couldoediested at all, which is why this
criterion has been listed as “non applicable”.

The test has already served to point out signifieagaknesses of the web page in
guestion. Nevertheless, it is a somewhat pleaseietpgerience to browse the language
learning materials, not only because of the appgalontent. Despite some deficiencies
mainly in terms of organization, problematic aspeetated to colour and other issues
of visuality, various technical usability aspectdle website could be verified. The
implementation of a search option, for instancebéss the users to access specific
content more quickly and conveniently. In caserdiag difficulties with the materials,
a designated help page provides support with fretiyuasked issues. Furthermore,
although a fairly large amount of content is au@#aon the platform, link efficiency
also has the positive effect of not exceeding taedard window size. And although the
general navigation does not always seem logicaletbments on a page are grouped

effectively and logically in most cases.

Other positive aspects are concerned with funclitgnds already mentioned earlier

on, no instances of functional incorrectness wérergat any time. Furthermore, the
website did not contain any broken links or brokaages either. As regards the more
sophisticated applications, such as the flash-bgaetks, non-standard plug-ins are not
required for any of the applications. The use aélil for animated or moveable objects
such as games or videos has become a standarédoehtly accessed online
applications such afouTube or Facebook, so it seems safe to argue that the flash-based
applets orBBC Learning English may well be regarded as using standard plug-ms. |
addition, none of the materials, not even the nsoghisticated applications, require
massive loading time. Naturally, one can argueltrating times heavily depend on the
speed of a user’s internet connection, but sineddbts were carried out at different
locations with average WLAN bit rates, conditionctild also be verified. What is
more, the website is also compatible with diffederdwsers, as it has been successfully
tested with mainlyrirefox 3.6.8, but alsdnternet Explorer 7.0.6002.18005Chrome 4.1
andSafari 5. These browsers have been used as they terdugell most commonly

according to my own experience.
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While the above described criteria were fairly etsyerify due to their quite
determinable nature, the complexity of some oteehnnical aspects made a critical
assessment more difficult. First to mention in gostext is criterion 64, the existence
of a clear focal point on each page. Some couesss $0 present a clearer focus than
others, which again seems to be mainly due tortbenisistent webpage design.
Consider, for example, the website screenshots e figures below which
illustrate howBBC Learning English both manages (Image 16) and fails (Image 17) to
establish a clear focal point. Image 16 demondriadev the main concept of the
programme can be made lucid by providing a claddwtifiable introduction to the
topic and grouping the main activities accordingh@r hierarchy within the page. The
hierarchy in ‘Talking Business’ is also intensifieg means of applying the same
format, colour and design patterns to elementh@tame hierarchical level so that, as
a result, all elements are clearly distinguishdtde each other and the focal point of
the page is established. In contrast to ‘TalkingiBess’, it is interesting to examine the
page ‘Funky Phrasals’, shown in Image Apart from the heading and the phrasal
navigation, no focal point is established. Thoudioll font has been chosen to
highlight specific words in the text, this technégdoes not make all elements clearly

distinguishable from each other.

Talking Business

Homepage||Telephone| Meetings||Presentations| Negotiations||For teachers!

Introduction

This course gives you useful language and phrases to improve your
spoken communication skills in English in different business
situations. Each section features audio, target language and a quiz -
all of which are downloadable. You'll also have the opportunity to
practise and test your understanding of the language.

Module 1: Telephone
Connecting

Messages
Wrong number Telephone:
b Appointments Connecting

Flights

Language Expert
Telephone Challenge

Image 16 —
Module 2: Meetings « .
Agenda setting The page Talklng
Interruptions . «
Agreeing and disagreeing Business presents a
Any other business
}b Language Expert clear focus
Challenge

Module 3: Presentations
Opening
Body
Questions



77

FUNKYPHRASALS

Phrasal verbs are very common and are a really good way to make yourself sound

Introduction PR
more natural when speaking informal English.

Hilileert They can be difficult, but here you can find out how to use phrasal verbs to talk

N about each of our topics.
chool days Funky Phrasals
New b Check out the Funky Phrasals box to see the o o plirees b L
SILEEs phrasal verbs to look out for in each topic. « e.g. phrasal verb 2
* e.g. phrasal verb 3
Clothes
| 17 You can listen to conversations where the phrasal verbs are used, hear extra
mage 17 — :
Careers examples, and you can also get down to some funky music.

“Funky Phrasals”

Health If you like, you can read the conversation script on the web-page or, if you prefer,
requires more effort to download the complete text of the conversation and the examples.

Party
see the focal pOintS 2 And, at the end, you can test your knowledge by trying the quiz.

Dati
anng To download pdf files you need the free Adobe Acrobat software. Get it here

Holidays

Travel

Similarly variable results have beerhieved from testing criterion 6%he legibility of
the displayed text. While adequate legibility ofshtexts could be verified, sor
contents were displayed in a dissatisfactory mareiirer because @abadly chosen
font size or font face. Criteria and 71 could not be verified all, yet not due t
inadequacies as regards the website architecturenérely because neither err:
occurred nor risky, costly or heavloading actions were requiretherefore these two

criteria have been recorded“not applicable”.

Finally, | want to mention the last three test results thee mot been discussso far.
The use of usecentred language on the analysed website is ottedéw things the
have been applied consistently. Computational térave been avoided completely
orde to cater for the needs less-experienced users. Furthermeféciency of use
could be verified akarners who feel confident enough with the malkeasegranted
the flexibility to adapt the activity progress teeir speed of processing. An exae of
such flexibility andefficiencyof use can be seen in Image Wjch shows a matchir
exercise thaénables the learner accelerate the exercise outcome by letting himeo
skip each part of the exerc. This can be done through clicking numeral i
underneath the content tabs to get to the nexteseeTherefore, a user who mig
have already completed the exercise earlier, whotsufficiently challenged by tf
task or simply not interested in s part of the topids given the opportunity to proce
to the next stage of the exerciwithout being forced to complete the match

exercise.
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GET THAT JOB

Homepage||Jobsearch |CVs| Covering Letters Interviews

1| 2| 3| 4| 5|6]| 7

Jobsearch 2: Describing ability /\
A Human Resources Manager has drawn up a shortlist of applicants he

feels would be suitable for a vacancy in his company. Look at the .
descriptions of the candidates he plans to invite for interview.

Hamed has a can-do attitude and is able to meet deadlines
Tomoko is a self-starter who can work on her own initiative

Ivan is able to multi-task and has a proven track record Vocabulary
Li is an effective team player with a customer-focused approach
Cristina is numerate and computer literate human resources

manager

someone who employs
people for a firm, also

known as a personnel

is good with figures? --— - manager

which candidate...

co-operates with colleagues? -— - deadlines

Image 17 — catering for efficiency of use

The last criterion displayed in Table 8, on theeothand, could not be verified due to
the fact that the website does not aim at a minghaldesign. Quite contrarily, it

mostly seems to be the case that the page desgngesfor an enormous variety of
content, layout techniques and colour patterns¢hvhiso constitutes the major
technical issue dBBC Learning English. These stylistic inadequacies and
inconsistencies suggest that the website is magdanainly by language experts rather
than computer professionals and, as will be dismigsthe final conclusions of this

research paper, this can be perceived both asvamt@age and disadvantage.

1. TECHNICAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ... N/A

53. reflect a good navigation design? 1
54. make use of link efficiency through connecting multiple pages by many
links? 1

55. have a consistent visual hierarchy/visual layout? 1
56. emphasize the important elements? 1
57. organize the content logically and predictably? 1
58. make use of contrast to establish hierarchy?

59. avoid heavy use of images for the sake of loading time?
60. reflect an overall functional correctness?

61. reflect an efficiency of use?

62. contain search options?

63. avoid exceeding the window size?

T O S G SN

64. reflect a clear focal point on each page? 1
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65. use grouping of elements effectively and logically?

66. use images of adequate quality?

67. contain images that include an alternate text?

68. avoid too many colours?

69. contain legible text?

70. include confirmation checks before risky, costly or heavily loading

actions?

71. feature useful error pages if errors occur?

72. contain help pages? 1

73. reflect appropriate maximum loading time of about 3-15 seconds? 1

74. contain no broken links? 1

75. contain no broken images? 1

76. support various browsers? 1

77. avoid the requirement of non-standard plugins that are not useful? 1

78. contain wholly non-technical user-centred language? 1

79. aim at a minimalistic design? 1

Table 9 — technical usability evaluation test results
criteria total value %
total: 27 100
fulfilled: 18 66.67
partly fulfilled: 3 11.11
not fulfilled: 4 14.81
not applicable: 2 7.41

Table 9 gives detailed information about the veaifion of the test criteria and also

provides overall figures for the technical usapilitebsite results. As with the other

tests, the technical usability evaluation resuiteshost of the criteria being fulfilled,

with eighteen out of twenty-seven verified usapitititeria. Only four out of 27 criteria

are recorded as not fulfilled, which equals 14.8dcent of the overall criteria. Even

less, 11.11 per cent of the criteria, are listedeasg partly fulfilled, as three out of

twenty-seven conditions were both verified andvestfied. Two criteria could not be

assessed at all due to the unavailability of spea#pects, which is why two out of 27

criteria, equalling 7.41 per cent, are recordedasapplicable.

8.3 Conclusions about the technical usability criteria

When compared to verifying the other three maireatspof this research, evaluating the

technical usability of the analysed website hasgddess difficult. This is due to the
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fact that most of the proposed criteria relateisoi@, organisational or purely technical
aspects. Therefore, the test did not involve toayrsabjective issues and thus could be
completed fairly quickly. However, while it was maich a major issue in the other
tests, it soon became apparent that the techmadia carry unequal significance. Take
as example criteria 53, 60 and 67. Among other mapb aspects, the quality of the
overall navigation design, as stated in criteri@ngirongly determines the success of a
website, particularly a larger one. The user néed® supported in his or her quest for
specific information by being provided with cleandgance. Yet when there is no
comprehensive overview of the website content emtter does not know his or her
position at any time, this can lead to utter commfiugnd frustration and, ultimately,
failure of the website. Therefore, criterion 53ris more significance than, for
instance, criterion 67 which deals with the prawmsof alternate texts for images.
Providing redundant textual information so thagdd the image not be displayed, the
user can still imagine the missing pictorial infaton seems justifiable, but might not

be as vital for the user as knowing where to firichty

Moreover, certain aspects such as criterion 60futhetional correctness of a website,
can be subjective in terms of their significancleisTis due to the fact that, while it is
undoubtedly highly important to ensure functionarectness, it is frequently a difficult
decision to establish who or what is responsibteaftunctional breakdown. Internet
applications are complex systems and depend oaussubservices and conditions,
which implies that it is sometimes hard to identhg source of the error and therefore
often also not justifiable to give the website adlistrator the blame. In this light, the
significance of functional correctness may be daitiat

All these aspects suggest that it might be wortlentioi extend the overall framework of
evaluation by means of adding some measure off&ignce to the criteria and taking
account of this factor in the test results. Howgwdrile creating a measure of
significance might be fairly simple in the casesofe criteria, it may be significantly
more difficult or possibly even impossible to grautber criteria. Nevertheless, it also
needs to stated that the technical usability ¢aitas such have proved worthwhile
because the results indicate that, overall, teehnisability can be confirmed, which

goes in line with my subjective impression.
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9 Discussion

The website tests have produced valuable insidigatahe utility of the framework as
such as well as about the overall usabilitgBC Learning English. A final discussion

of both will be provided in this chapter.

9.1 Discussing the framework

The website test has yielded some interestingtesiiich allow us to draw general
conclusions about both the validity and qualityhe evaluation scheme and its major

strengths and weaknesses.

As regards the criteria for evaluating pedagogisalbility, the test has revealed that it
would be useful to base some criteria on a morenskie theoretical approach. Some
usability conditions, such as criterion 10, i.exiding the content into logical units to
facilitate scanning, sounded fairly convincing aadnprehensible when reading them.
Yet in the course of applying these criteria iest it became apparent that further
research into specific conditions would have baghlf useful in order to avoid
vagueness or ambiguity. However, the pedagogisalésults also indicate that
designing a flexible framework can be largely candive too, as in some cases it is
necessary to adapt the framework to the contengxample when unexpected website

conditions are encountered.

Furthermore, issues of subjectivity frequently aced with some parts of the
framework, especially in the case of the pedagdgicd linguistic criteria. This may
not be considered a major problem as such, singedivity forces the researcher to
reflect upon certain issues from several point@@iv, not just his or hers. However,
combining both a subjective and objective (i.ethie sense of incorporating more than
one opinion) approach can be problematic in terhwgamting to achieve objective
results such as exact figures. Subjective assessmplnes that a certain conclusion
cannot be extended to general opinion, which is thieyrepresentativeness of figures
might be affected when combining individual judgetneith a framework of a more
determinate nature. This in turn suggests a madiin of the evaluation methodology:

the framework might only reach its full potentiah@n being applied not only by one
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researcher, but rather more evaluators, among finefarably a group of learners.
Thus, representativeness could be considerablgased by means of basing any
conclusions on the opinions of not just one, buesd evaluators. A further
improvement of this modified research methodologghthbe achieved through

splitting the whole framework of evaluation intdfdrent parts for researchers and
learners. The researcher’s opinion, such as thatariguage expert or a teacher, might
be more relevant for highly complex, certain thebaged or other parts of the
framework. On the other hand, learner-specificassguch as motivation, appeal or
difficulty, are best assessed by the learners thes.

Another issue that has been encountered in theitgabsts is concerned with the
amount of content available on a language platféit is the case witBBC

Learning English, websites can accumulate large quantities of tewtges, videos and
more. This can be a major advantage for the usetalthe fact that it enables him or
her to get access to a large selection of possddyant data. At the same time, it not
only poses a problem in terms of intellectual cvad and redundancy, but also
complicates an evaluation of the website, sincag¢learcher faces an amount of data
that is simply too excessive to analyse. Therefibie,advisable to become well-
acquainted with the structure of the website beémteally testing it. A systematic
approach to certain content assessments such lagtawvg pictorial information in a

multimodality test not only is useful for the oviéevaluation but also saves time.

Lastly, it should again be pointed out that thenfeavork of evaluation might also be
improved with respect to the inequality of theamid’s significance. As has been
demonstrated in the technical usability sectioarghs an imbalance of significance
between the criteria, since some criteria mighify@nore important issues than others.
Therefore, it has been suggested that it wouldseéulito modify the framework by
means of adding a rate of significance in ordexdisieve more representative test
results. Moreover, it also seems to be a reasondéédeto adapt the other sections of the
framework to a system of significance rate. Theifbe this additional evaluative
measure, borne in the technical usability sectan,also be applied to the other
sections, since a difference of significance isliiko occur in any other area of the

evaluation.

In spite of these potential points of improvemeém, website tests have demonstrated

that, in my opinion, the framework of evaluatioraisseful tool to form profound
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judgements of the overall performance of a web¥%ikile before the test | was hardly
sceptical abouBBC Learning English, probably also due to the high esteem | hold
towards anyBBC products, | have now taken on to a more critieaispective of the
language learning site. Trying out the frameworledluation with this website has
demonstrated that it is necessary to adapt a neanete and professional point of view
to language learning materials in order to avoidigléy or prejudice. Thus, the
framework of evaluation has proved a valuable umagnt to form a more rational and
plausible opinion about the analysed language iegruebsite. It has helped to expose
the major strengths and weaknesses of the onlinerima and has demonstrated the

effectiveness of combining theory and practicerie efficient device.

9.2 Discussing the usability of ‘BBC Learning English’

In addition to verifying the validity of the framewk, the website test has also served to
draw meaningful conclusions abd@BC Learning English. The page adopts a colourful
and authentic approach to teaching English onlirid, a great variety of appealing
courses and real-life situations. The website eslitocus on designing user-centred
materials and want to enable learners to takeipane language learning community
by contributing to the content. Furthermore, marmggpammes aim at encouraging
repeated engagement by means of ensuring regulardgn a negative point of view,
one of the major issues BBC Learning English is the lack of consistency in various
areas which often results in a confusing layout@glgn and also didactic methods.
On top of that, the content is not always logicaltgered and thus cannot be easily
accessed by the user. And despite the large anobawntilable data, there are still some

inadequacies which I am now going to discuss inenu@tail.

USABILITY General Language Multimodality Information
CRITERIA Pedagogy Learning Technology
fulfilled 8 17 10 18
partly fulfilled 3 4 3 5
not fulfilled 0 6 1 4
not applicable 0 0 0 2
fulfilled 72.73 % 62.96 % 7143 % 66.67 %
partly fulfilled 27.27 % 14.81 % 21.43 % 11.11 %
not fulfilled - 22.22 % 7.14 % 14.81 %
not applicable - - - 741 %

Table 10 — overall test results for the entire framework of evaluation
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Table 10 provides an overview of the total testiitedor each usability category. The
figures illustrate the evidence that the websitdeaes the highest rate of usability in
terms of general pedagogy, with all of the critgraatly (27.27 per cent) and in most
cases even predominantly (72.73 per cent) fulfillesues that have been encountered
were mainly concerned with the lack of a clearlfirded target group, partial catering
for learner variation and inconsistent implemeptatf logical units. As regards
linguistic usability, the website has reached thvedst of all achievement rates, since
only 62.96 per cent of the criteria could be pwgsiiy verified. Similarly, it has also
been revealed that, compared to the other evatuaéictions, the largest amount of
conditions have not been fulfilled, as six out @enteen criteria (22.22 per cent) could
not be verified. Consequently, it was overall eagidorm definite judgments about the

criteria, as only 14.81 per cent have been recoadquhrtly fulfilled.

The framework helped to identify some deficiendéreterms of linguistic usability,

most of which are issues of modernity, practiceosxpe and writing. The website does
not feature spot-on vocabulary, which may not besmtered a highly serious issue, but
it shows that there is a need, or at least a patetd adapt the website to modern
technologies in web applications. More problemdtamyever, seems to be the fact that
there is little grammar practice or grammar saneglgosure which, even when there is
exposure, in many cases does not appear highlyinggah Likewise, there is a lack of
sufficient and clearly labelled practice opportigst In addition, though there are some
writing activities, these are also often unsatitfaly presented. The test has shown that
missing writing strategy hints and lacking leargeidance as well as insufficient task

choice of the website may impede the learner’singriperformance.

As regards multimodal usability, the website test Wielded comparably positive
results, with 71.43 per cent of the criteria, thead highest achievement rate of the
tests, fulfilled. Similarly, only 7.14 per centibfe criteria have been recorded as not
fulfilled, which again is rather low compared t@thther negative results. However,
there was a relatively high amount of partly fudfi criteria, which is mostly due to
implementational inconsistencies of the multimedfarmation. One of the most
striking issues appears to be the seemingly randhante of media, which results in
occasional triple redundancy, only irregular coheesbetween pictorial and textual

information and seemingly unplanned use of medialifferent purposes. Moreover,
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the interactive tasks featured on the website cbaldonsiderably improved by
providing more detailed feedback for the user, énglhim or her to keep track of the
progress made and linking the topics assessea iadfivities more clearly to relevant
courses on the website. Nonetheless, despite itngsefections, the multimodal
information provided on the website certainly causeriosity with the learners and
most probably encourages them to engage with theriais. Moreover, the interactive

tasks, of which there are quite a few, are probphlyicularly entertaining.

Concerning the technical usability BBC Learning English, the figures presented in
Table 10 suggest that, while again the majoritgarfditions (66.67 per cent) could be
verified, the test results are not particularlyragtdinary compared to the other three
categories. Yet what is striking is the fact thme technical usability evaluation has
achieved the lowest rate of partly fulfilled crijgrnamely 11.11%, which suggests that
most of the criteria could be assessed fairly gassipecially in comparison to the other
evaluations. Nonetheless, as has already beeredant in chapter 8, the overall
technical performance of the website did not feglvincing, which is probably due to
the unequal significance the evaluation criteriayce&several technical problems were
encountered, most of which are related to incomsgeés in terms of the visual
hierarchy, the layout, the navigation and the dVerganization of the content. The use
of colour and other graphical elements as welhaptacing of information in various
parts of the website seemed, again, fairly randoat teast not well-planned. However,
due to several positive aspects, such as the ddnectional correctness and quicker
content access through the use of the search @um¢tie website test largely yielded
positive results. For all that, there is consideradotential for improvement from a

technical point of view.

Summing up the results gained from the website BEXT Learning English fulfils

most of the criteria suggested for a valuable aigftl language learning website, in
particular with respect to pedagogical and multialagability. However, there are
many aspects of the website which would requirerawpment, especially in the field
of linguistic and technical usability. The majosugs found in all areas of the research
are the general inconsistencies, poor organizatione content and the lacking
simplicity of form. These issues lead to an ovdmllering of quality and affect other
aspects of the website too. Thus, in spite of theravise appealing features and many
positive aspects of the website, it seems evidextBBC Learning English would

benefit from comprehensive redevelopment.
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Ultimately, | would like to emphasize that the réswbtained from the website
evaluation have also served to highlight the imgoadrissue of how web technologies
are being handled nowadays. Despite its incregsipglarity and people’s increasing
familiarity with its applications, the World Wide &% is still a fairly novel means of
getting access to and providing information. Wlkanore, internet technologies are
ever-changing, all of which implies that both deglwith web applications as well as
designing them is a fairly complex matter which aoly requires expertise of the
matter, but also frequently updated knowledge efsihbject. Therefore, the conception
of a learning website requires both linguistic sartjuage teaching skills as well as
web design expertise. Moreover, it is neither adégjnor sufficient to let a web
developer provide the basic structure of the welssiid have several language experts
“fill up” the site with content. Ideally, an excelit language learning website is based
on a collaboration of these two expert groups wagldlosely together in order to
ensure usability in form and content. Given thedistible attraction of easily creatable
and highly lucrative internet start-ups, more laaggilearning websites based on this

collaboration principle would be both a rare, bighly valuable sight.

10 Conclusions

The aim of this paper has been to provide deepaghts into the concept of computer-
assisted language learning (CALL) and to creatarmdwork of evaluation. This aim
have been achieved through the provision of detaiitormation and critical discussion
of theoretical concepts, empirical research andgreal reasoning on the basis of
pedagogical, linguistic, multimodal and techniaahcepts and beliefs. The pedagogical
considerations are mainly based on insights fragrfitdd of materials evaluation and
socio-cultural theory. Linguistic theory includesearch from Second Language
Acquisition (SLA), English Language Teaching (ELi)general and, more
specifically, Communicative Language Teaching (CUm3ights from multimodality
theory comprise aspects from multi-modal procestiegry and multi-channel
communication theory. The technical consideratemesmainly grounded in the field of
Usability Evaluation.
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The framework can be used to assess the usaliliyguage learning websites and its
practicability has been verified by means of apmyit in a language learning website
test. The website the framework has been testdd BBC Learning English, has been
chosen due to its apparent popularity with botlhnegs and teachers and also in order to
investigate whether its seemingly appealing desarid match with the usability
requirements. Applying the created framework ofl@ai@on to the selected language
learning website has yielded valuable resultstillyjrg has been shown that modern
technical applications in the field of languagehéag should never be approached
uncritically due to the fact that the novelty amg@al of these appliances can
considerably influence subjective assessment. Sigdhe framework of evaluation
has proven a useful tool to form reasoned judgmamsit the benefits of digital
language learning materials for the improvemermglish grammar and writing skills.
Thirdly, however, the test has also revealed thatesof the established usability
criteria might require revision, are heavily depemdon subjective impressions or
reflect differing levels of significance. Therefpre some cases the framework may
benefit from revision, especially in terms of ciegta measure of significance.
Moreover, it also appears to be highly constructovdefine the target evaluators as a
group of several language experts learners, asntipérical research has shown that
issues of subjectivity could thus be lesseneddttiteon, despite the fact that the main
aim of this research has been to verify the qualithe framework, the website test has
also demonstrated that significant improvementsbeaachieved in the design BBC
Learning English. Although the website has achieved fairly posioverall test results,
key weaknesses have been identified in terms dfistamcy, practice exposure,

modality choice, colour and contrast design ancegdmavigational structure.

Summing up, it seems safe to say that the discussazkpts of CALL as well as the
created framework of evaluation serve as a usefsislio raise awareness and establish

a constructive approach towards computer-assiateglihge learning.
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Abstract (English)

The increasing use of technology in education dad to the emergence of a variety of
computer-aided learning devices and materials, gntioem also an increasing number
of language learning websites. The aim of this p&pt create a framework of
evaluation for analysing English language learmiedpsites, with a focus on grammar
and writing. In order to achieve this aim, deepsights into the concept of computer-
assisted language learning (CALL) are providedtitarmore, the framework is based
on the critical discussion and inclusion of appratertheoretical concepts, empirical
research and personal reasoning on the basis afpgttal, linguistic, multimodal and
technical concepts and beliefs. These considematiatude insights from the field of
materials evaluation and socio-cultural theory,ddelcLanguage Acquisition (SLA),
English Language Teaching (ELT), Communicative leagge Teaching (CLT), multi-
modal processing theory, multi-channel communicaticeory and Usability
Evaluation.In order to ensure the applicability of the framekydt has been tested by
applying the evaluation criteria in a website t#ghe language learning websBBC
Learning English. This website test has proven that, in spite ©ies such as
subjectivity or representativeness, the framewdmvaluation is a valuable tool to
assess the overall usability of language learnialgsites. In addition, the test results
also indicate that, while achieving relatively hig\erall usability rates, the tested

language learning website might benefit from redtming in specific areas.
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Abstract (German)

Der zunehmende Einsatz von Technologie im Bilduagsbh hat zu einer steigenden
Anzahl von digitalen Lernmaterialien aller Art gbft] darunter vermehrt auch
Webseiten, die sich auf das Verbessern bestimmpiaicBkenntnisse spezialisieren. Das
Ziel dieser Diplomarbeit ist es, einen Analysenagteentwerfen, der es ermoglicht,
derartige Sprachlernwebseiten hinsichtlich ihretzBios fir den englischen
Spracherwerb zu evaluieren. Der Fokus des Analysssaliegt dabei auf dem
Evaluieren von Grammatikerklarungen und Schreibgborund umfasst dabei die
Auswirkung verschiedenster Einflisse auf die Geparfirmance der Website. Hierfur
werden verschiedenste Herangehensweisen aus degdegkl Linguistik,

multimodalen Interaktion und Informationstechnotogritisch analysiert und, sofern
geeignet, als Grundlagen fir die Kriterien des Asalasters herangezogen. Um die
Anwendbarkeit des Analyserasters zu gewahrleistargen die Kriterien des
Analyserasters in einem Webseiten-Test der 88(@ Learning English ausprobiert.
Dieser Test hat einerseits bestatigt, dass dery8egadster, trotz einzelner
Schwierigkeiten wie Subjektivitat oder Reprasenttiti, ein nitzliches Hilfsmittel zur
Evaluierung von englischen Sprachlernwebseitetiiberhinaus hat sich gezeigt,
dassBBC Learning English trotz insgesamt relativ guter Testresultate eimigges
Optimierungspotenzial besitzt.
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Appendix

The complete framework of evaluation

1. GENERAL PEDAGOGICAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

1. reflect inclusiveness through the use of informality and personal language?

© o NOM A WN

=
= O

12,
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.

feature concreteness, e.g. by using examples or anecdotes?
create wholeness, i.e. sharing experiences and opinions?
contain clear instructions?

achieve impact / attract attention / encourage engagement?
help the learners to feel at ease?

cater for the cognitive needs of the targeted learner groups?
cater for learner variation?

provide more detailed outcome feedback?

. divide content into logical units to facilitate scanning?
. incorporate relevant background information on demand?

2. SLA USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

help the learners to develop confidence?

encourage repeated engagement with the materials?

aid learner self-investment?

engage the learner in noticing by highlighting salient features?

provide a meaningful context?

introduce a variety of genres and registers?

provide the learners with meaningful, communicative opportunities for practice?

feature and stimulate realistic language examples?

contain highly contrived language samples only where appropriate?

facilitate reading by featuring on-the-spot vocabulary look-ups?

for grammar direct and raise the learner's attention towards relevant grammatical features?
for grammar reflect authenticity for the needs of the user?

for grammar provide repeated meaningful exposure to input containing the forms?

for grammar contain discovery-based activities?

for grammar provide help with difficulties that could arise with specific grammar items?

for grammar contain both the use of terminology and meta-explanations?

for grammar provide the learner with sufficient opportunities for practice?

for writing reflect meaningful contexts and have authentic purposes?

for writing enable learners to communicate effectively in writing by not only providing a topic?
for writing provide the learners with writing strategy hints?

for writing include reference texts that may serve as stimulating pre-writing input?

for writing provide the learners with sufficient opportunities for choice of tasks?

for writing provide the learners with opportunities for topic familiarization?

for writing cater for guided and non-guided learning needs?

for writing include writing tasks that have a clear context?

for writing include writing tasks drawing on various learners' knowledge and experience?
for writing include writing tasks that are specific and relevant to the genre and the audience?
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3. MULTIMODAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

provide textual and graphical information that is mutually supportive?

avoid non-relevant graphics that may pose a distraction to (particularly younger) learners?

contain redundant information only when needed (i.e. for low-proficiency materials)?
avoid a non-feasible combination of media?

feature types of media that are most appropriate for the task?

combine animations with spoken text?

add task- and audience-appropriate pictures to auditory text?

present pictorial information in close spatial proximity to written text?

present pictorial information in close temporal proximity to auditory text?

avoid triple redundancy (i.e. pictorial, auditory AND written text)?

provide guidance for interactive materials?

enable learners to control the pace of an interactive task?

cater for explanatory rather than corrective feedback on interactive task outcomes?
prompt follow-up learner reflection on interactive task outcomes?

4. TECHNICAL USABILITY: DO THE MATERIALS ...

reflect a good navigation design?

make use of link efficiency through connecting multiple pages by many links?
have a consistent visual hierarchy/visual layout?

emphasize the important elements?

organize the content logically and predictably?

make use of contrast to establish hierarchy?

avoid heavy use of images for the sake of loading time?

reflect an overall functional correctness?

reflect an efficiency of use?

contain search options?

avoid exceeding the window size?

reflect a clear focal point on each page?

use grouping of elements effectively and logically?

use images of adequate quality?

contain images that include an alternate text?

avoid too many colours?

contain legible text?

include confirmation checks before risky, costly or heavily loading actions?
feature useful error pages if errors occur?

contain help pages?

reflect appropriate maximum loading time of about 3-15 seconds?
contain no broken links?

contain no broken images?

support various browsers?

avoid the requirement of non-standard plugins that are not useful?
contain wholly non-technical, user-centred language?

aim at a minimalistic design?
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