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"English at the Beach"


1 ) Executive summary
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This thesis focusses on a work-based project, examining the construction, use, evaluation, maintenance and reconstruction of a web site designed for language learning, a web site initially titled “English at the Beach”. 

"English at the Beach" is not an 'official' course. There is no enrolment, no human-mediated assessment, and no identification of individual users - except people who use the noticeboards, or who give feedback via the site forms.  The website is a standalone resource, or collection of materials, that may be used in different ways, by different teachers and learners. 

The original aims of the project were to develop the teachers’ skills, and produce a resource which would be freely available for learners to access without the need for major intervention from a teacher. The aims of the research were to evaluate and improve the web site, considering design and structure, usage trends, and feedback from users, to discover how improvements may impact on user experience, and to document the process. 

This thesis examines the web site, documents the research process, and discusses the issues that arose during the investigation. 

1.1a ) Research significance

Investigation of the options for development of online materials in adult education has been very important to many institutions, and even at times popular with funding bodies. It is to be hoped that more knowledge about the use and impact of web-based learning materials would lead to better program implementation, and therefore more effective use of funds. 

Even in 2007, these are early and pioneering times in the development of effective models for web-based learning; practitioners continue to search for suitable blends that can work for learners in Adult Community Education (ACE). This research project tackles vital questions for the future of funding projects and professional development. 

1.2 ) Key Findings and Recommendations

Building and maintaining a web site can be a huge endeavour, and is often beyond the reach of teachers whose time and energies are taken up with the daily demands of delivering and accounting for learning programs. 

In fact, this work project was not updated as often as it needed to be. Once the site was in place, in order to keep people interested, it needed to be changed, updated; and the authors needed to to continually supplement their inventory of skills. 

1.2a ) Questions and methods

Research was conducted within a hybrid approach, encompassing both action research and case study methodologies, using a range of methods, including visual and discourse analysis of site structure and content, examination of web usage data, analysis of feedback from web-based questionnaire surveys, interview via email, and reflection through practitioner journal-keeping. 

1.2b ) Structure and development

"While our web site may have been slightly ahead of the pack, seven years ago, its technical and social capacities have become sadly out-dated. There is no audio or video on the site, no use of web2.0, no live conferencing or discussion forum; our site is in extreme need of another make-over" (from chapter eight).

Over the lifespan of the project, we have improved and reconstructed the visual appearance and the navigation for the site, following feedback from users as well as research into web standards. The site was migrated from one web server to another, and the results of this change are mixed. 

While many changes were implemented, the site remains far from ideal. Site migration remains to be completed. The site is not satisfactorily accessible for people with disabilities. Advancements in web technology have left this project behind, with no audio or video components to engage learners' motivation and interest. Attempts to foster communication between visitors have floundered, as our technology had no defence against spammers, and our time was not funded to moderate discussion. 

1.2c ) Web usage data

Although there is plenty of data available, the patterns emerging from analysis of web usage data are not clear, and not always useful. Reconstruction efforts during site migration appeared to have an impact on browsing patterns, most noticeably through embedding discussion pages into each module; also by adding illustrative/visual versions of a story. 

One strategy for gaining a closer awareness of learner movements, would be to contain - or at least launch learning activities from within a learning management system (LMS) such as Moodle or Sakai. This would enable tutors not only to track the web-based movements of their learner groups, but also to communicate with learners, and build relationships amongst groups of people. 

1.2d ) Feedback from users

On the whole, the feedback from users was good and encouraging. Most people who responded to module-based surveys on the site found texts and activities "Easy or Just Right", and responded positively for usefulness and enjoyability. Surveys brought us more information about the people using the site, however we needed more information about the language levels and learning environments of these people. 

Age was an important factor in received feedback; within the entire sample of respondents to our module-based questionnaires, close to 80% were under thirty-five. Another important factor was the single educational institution whose students provided close to half of our module-based feedback. 

Future researchers would be well advised to automate collection of responses into a database.  

An area for further research would be the learning activities and strategies which teachers employ with their learners while accessing web-based content. This research found that amongst a small population of teachers, there was a wide range of strategies, from web access within face-to-face settings, to independent learning centres and student blogging assignments. 

Among other requests and suggestions, visitors to our site wanted more listening activities, stronger focus on vocabulary, more writing activities, and improved communication facilities. 

1.2e ) Overall recommendations for future or similar projects

A project of this nature needs a reference committee, as well as a development team; and the authoring team needs to have technical expertise from more than one person, given the range of roles there could be in such a team. 

If you are building a 'standalone' resource, consider expanding this beyond one single web address to create a more portable learning object that could be stored in a range of different locations, and adapted by teachers according to their needs. 

If you are creating a learning environment, build in communication features strongly and with good security; also be prepared to offer facilitation for discussion that arises. In either case, to gain fuller awareness of user experience, consider iterative usability testing, with groups of five people (Nielsen, 2000). 

A language-learning web site could certainly benefit from:
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healthy distribution of technical roles within a development team; 
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strong guidance from a project steering committee; 
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clear decisions about whether to create a standalone learning object, or a learning environment/ community; 
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implementation of communication strategies to encourage learning community; and 
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upgrading to an application-based, social software approach (aka Web2.0); 
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thus enabling users to communicate multi-modally, and to share their creative efforts. 

1.2f ) Further research

Many questions remain unanswered, within and beyond the confines of this investigation, regarding the practices around web-based language learning and teaching. It would be worth conducting further research to expand knowledge on the subjects of:  
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the use of audio within a similar theme-based approach; 
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effective strategies for web-based learning and teaching, particularly relating to low-literacy web users; 
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how to engender positive group dynamics online, and support web-based learning through effective communication, team work and relationships; 
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the possibilities for building community knowledge with web2.0-based publishing, and 
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any potential for a sustainable business case for community-based publishing.  

1.3 ) Glossary and Acronyms

The fields of adult language, literacy and numeracy overflow with acronyms and jargon. When technology is added to the mix, 'overflowing' can quickly become overwhelming. Tables 10.a), b) and c) show some of the Acronyms and Terminology used in the thesis. 

Table 1.3.a) Language and literacy acronyms used in this thesis.

	Acronyms - language and literacy

	ACE
	Adult Community Education, a vital yet hidden sector within Australian education, part of the post-compulsory education landscape

	ALBE
	Adult literacy and basic education

	AMES
	Adult multicultural education services 

	ANTA
	Australian National Training Agenda, now defunct.

	CALL
	Computer-assisted language learning

	ELICOS
	English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students; catering for students on short visits to Australia or studying to gain admission to other courses at University or TAFE.

	ESL
	English as a second language

	NALL
	Network-assisted language learning

	NMIT
	Northern Metropolitan Institute of TAFE

	PRACE
	Preston Reservoir Adult Community Education

	RMIT
	Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology

	SLA
	second language acquisition

	TAFE
	Technical and Further Education

	VET
	Vocational Education and Training (also known as VTE) 

	VILC
	Virtual Independent Learning Centre, online learning venture from AMES


Table 1.3.b) Technical acronyms  

	Acronyms - technical 

	CSS
	'Cascading style sheets' are a way of separating structure from presentation, within a web site. 

	HTML
	Hypertext markup language, the markup code behind most web pages, based on markup systems for early printmakers; eg <h1>Top Level Heading</h1>

	MySQL
	An open source web-based database application

	PHP
	An open source web-based programming language, very popular with web application designers


Table 1.3.c) Additional terminology used in the Thesis.

	Terminology

	Alba
	"Alba Hosts" was the name our web hosting provider was originally known by; currently known as "Web Hosts Australia". Essentially "Alba" in this document refers to the hosting deal where our site was migrated to its address http://beach.prace.vic.edu.au/ current at March '07. 

	Blog
	Originally 'weblog', as in "Captain's Log", or diary. Essentially a web-based journal which may be edited via forms within the web page itself. The blog is created via a web-based application.

	Botnet
	A huge collection of computers which are controlled remotely, often by criminal elements. The computers within this network are known as Zombie Computers.

	Bulletin board
	A kind of web-based discussion forum, where people can post messages, and then reply to individual messages. Strings of messages and replies become 'threads'. 

	Edu-bloggers
	Prominent writers within educational fields, who maintain public blog journals. 

	Daemon
	An automatic process on a (primarily unix) computer or web server. 

	Guestbook
	A simple form of bulletin board, allowing people to post messages, without connected replies. 

	Hits
	Within web usage data, a hit is a web server request; when a person, or a machine requests one of the files from your web site. 

	Hot potatoes
	A computer program for building interactive (human-computer) web-based learning exercises, such as cloze (fill the gap), crossword, multiple choice quiz; created by Half-Baked software. 

	IP address
	Every networked machine has an address in internet protocol (IP), to distinguish it from others. 

	Open source
	Software whose "source code" is released into the public domain, enabling users to alter and rebuild the application. Licensing often requires that changes be similarly shared.  

	Referrer
	A web site providing a link to your web site (they are a referrer when a person follows the link). 

	Robot
	An automated machine process for exploring and indexing the web.

	Semantic web
	A web which is "computer readable"; that is marked up according to the semantic value of elements within the page structure. Eg By <author>michael chalk</author>

	Spam roach
	Term coined by Alan Levine, to indicate his negative feelings toward spamming agents. 

	Spider
	An automated visitor, usually from a search engine research process. This application "spiders" your website, creating a replicated version in its database. 

	New site
	"English at the Beach" located on the Alba servers - at http://beach.prace.vic.edu.au

	Old site
	"English at the Beach" located on the Vicnet community servers - at http://www.vicnet.net.au/~prace/beach 

	Vicnet
	Internet service provider; provided free web hosting for community organisations in Victoria. 

	Web site
	Set of web pages and documents located via a web address, often organised by menu. 

	Web 2.0
	Also known as the "Read-Write" web, this term describes the extraordinary proliferation of web-based application software from 2005-6, which has been often related to "social software", and which enables people to participate and collaborate much more actively on the web, while creating, sharing, re-mixing and re-distributing all manner of media objects. 

	Wiki
	A web-based application which enables people to edit each page via the browser. 


http://www.useit.com/alertbox/20000319.htmlNielsen, Jakob. 2000. Why You Only Need to Test with 5 Users. Online:  Access: March 2004.



Figure 1.1.a) Screen Grab, site front page, Feb. '07. 
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