beach.prace.vic.edu.au
"English at the Beach"


2 ) Context and Background 

This research investigation focuses on a web site, "English at the Beach", which was designed for adults learning language and literacy in community settings. This chapter describes the background of working in Adult Community Education (ACE), with adults learning language and literacies, as well as the motivations and goals of the development group. 

2.1 ) Adult Community Education (ACE)

"Adult Community Education" (ACE) is an extremely vibrant and effective, yet somewhat hidden sector in the Australian landscape of education and training (O'Connell et al., 2003). Often people working in other educational sectors have not heard of the ACE sector, which remains the most underfunded and therefore perhaps the most creatively resourceful of all sectors
 **Refce!. The ACE sector was created largely through voluntary effort, with the aim of providing access and equity to people without education or privilege; and one of its recognised strengths is the deep connection to community: 

"ACE is held together in its diversity by its commitment to, and ownership by the community, as well as by its distinctive approaches to adult learning. A defining feature of ACE provision is the central focus on the learners and their needs (Golding et al., 2000) ."

Not only connected to their local communities, ACE providers are often known for their 

"speedy responsiveness to and accessibility by local community. ACE has always worked with societal trends and issues, going with the ebb and flow in the community and so, has remained relevant to the needs of community. In this information and digital age, this seems more pronounced (O'Connell et al., 2003)."

In Victoria, Australia, there are over five hundred providers within this ACE sector, delivering a range of learning opportunities, both accredited and non-accredited. In NSW, these providers are known as Community Colleges; while in Victoria they may be called Community Centres, Neighbourhood Houses, or Living and Learning Centres, to cite a few examples. In some other states, notably Western Australia, ACE providers are auspiced by the TAFE (Technical and Further Education) colleges or institutes. 

2.1a ) Preston Reservoir ACE

Preston Reservoir Adult Community Education (PRACE) has been creating supportive and engaging learning environments since 1993, enabling adult learners of language and literacy to develop their skills and find new pathways. 

PRACE's program delivery has included:
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language and literacy, (ESL and Adult Literacy), 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning, (or VCAL, which is a program for young people aged 15-25), as well as 
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Horticulture, Retail, and Information Technology (IT). 

We have had funding agreements with bodies including Adult Community and Further Education (ACFE), the Adult Multicultural Education Program (AMEP), Language, the Literacy Numeracy Program (LLNP), the State Office of Training and Tertiary Education (OTTE), the Australian Flexible Learning Framework (AFLF), and partnership agreements with organisations including our local Darebin Council, Northern Metropolitan Institute of TAFE (NMIT), and the RMIT Learnlinks Community Partnerships Network.

2.1b ) Working at the margins

Research has shown that many of the people who come through ACE doors as 'clients',  or learners, are people at the margins of society, not fully literate in the cultural means to power: 

"ACE allows disadvantaged learners to develop their skills and capacities at a pace that suits their own social and developmental needs  (Golding et al., 2000)."

Learners in ACE are people who who are not confident enough to manage the TAFE environment, nor wealthy enough to explore private educational options. In Victoria, many of the learners in ACE aim to develop their language and literacy skills, for a whole gamut of reasons. Volkoff and Walstab perceive strong consensus that one of the strengths of the ACE sector is its "capacity to engage the most educationally disadvantaged learners (Volkoff and Walstab, 2007)".

Learners in ACE tend to be people at the edges of the educational world, who are slowly coming to grips with the basics of learning, language and literacy, so technology needs to be introduced sensitively, at a reasonable and accessible pace. People who may have ingrained beliefs in their own inability to learn, will often be frightened and nervous around technology at first; yet highly capable when given a good chance.

"English at the Beach" was conceived with the goal of making online learning easy and non-threatening, engaging and fun, so that learners who are new to using technology would be more likely to involve themselves. 

2.2 ) Goals of the project 

The designers were extreme beginners, setting out on a learning voyage of their own, into uncharted territory. There was much talk of new and innovative approaches to designing online learning resources, and we wanted to find out more; to discover whether our teachers and learners could benefit from this innovation. 

We wanted to create a web-based resource which could be useful and informative, for adults learning in the community, and which would be situated within a theme of cultural importance. 

More completely, the aims of the developers were to:
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build a "hypertext-based learning structure", which presents and analyses a series of interlinked texts, and encourages communication between the readers of the texts;
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entertain, engage, instruct, encourage, and enable learners; 
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make the site friendly to people, whether they be users, visitors, readers, learners, or participants, that is, fully accessible to people with low, (specifically intermediate) language and literacy skills;
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enable teachers to learn about putting materials online; and 
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provide a freely available resource to the adult literacy and basic education community, in order to learn more through sharing and gaining feedback.

2.2a ) Online and theme-based

Staff and management at PRACE wanted to develop a set of language learning materials that would provide ESL and literacy learners with the opportunity to explore a single theme via the web. 

Our reasons for this included the need for professional development in the organisation, and the need for theme-based language learning materials on the web, suited to adult learners of English as a second language.

Teachers and learners in ESL classrooms all over the world had already been turning to the web in search of learning resources. However, when we began this project, many of the available ESL sites seemed to have the aim of being "all things to all people"; providing activities on grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary, as well as hundreds of links to other de-contextualised and skills-based activities. We wanted to have some connecting theme for these kinds of activities, a context that would focus people's learning. 

2.2b ) "At the Beach": informative, useful, and enjoyable approach to cultural awareness

There was a strong feeling, in the PRACE authoring team, that language learning materials should be highly informative, useful, and also enjoyable, providing access to information for people with low-level language skills. 

The beach represents a large element of Australian cultural life, with its sandy-haired surfing freedom, its egalitarian relaxation, and its escape from the desperate barrenness of the dusty dry interior and the outback. 

"Like the Sydney Opera House, the Sydney Harbour bridge, kangaroos and cricket, the beach helps to define an Australian identity. Without sinking into a caricature, hallmarks of Australian beach culture include casual style .. outdoor-looking bodies .. respect for the surf .. and sun .. and busy bodies. No other country is so beach-bound (Booth, 2001)." 

Like the vegemite jars, in Croft's poem below, the beach is part of the myth-making around our national and cultural identity. 

I've been back along those north coast beaches
        on and off, in and out of seasons,
    for twenty years and twenty different reasons:

My nose making bread out of golden banksia,
        storing up radiant blue for sea and sky
    in beach heath, brought back in sprigs to dry
    into the faded blue of sailors' dungarees,
        stuck in vegemite jars in frosty
    tableland kitchens, their water rusty
    with age and neglect, like myself . . .

Julian Croft, ‘Strangeness and Charm’ (from Confessions of a Corinthian) Quoted in (White, 1994).

Not all writers find it so crucial, however, as for some the myth is a cliché; indeed,

"the beach is an irrelevance for most Australians, despite the appeal of it as an idea. In the south it is too cold, in the north there are too many stingers, in Sydney there are too much of other substances, and for many Australians from the western suburbs to Canberra and Back of Bourke, the beach is too far away. It is football which inspires and stimulates (Alomes, 1994)." 

There were many other themes we could have tackled, including bushfires or natural disasters, days of celebration, news and current affairs, or even football, the 'secular religion' of a southern city (Alomes, 1994). 

However, because cultural awareness is an important part of language development, although the topic may well contribute theoretically a self-delusionary concept of ourselves as a nation, or even to an end-of-days search for personal pleasure, it remains relevant. 

Given the tragic deaths in recent years, for example at Gunnamatta, which have resulted in media and government campaigns focussing on beach safety, the authoring team felt that this was one place where people with low language and literacy skills would be disadvantaged, and therefore possibly endangered. At least such people might benefit from improved access to information.

This investigation of the beach theme, and the theme-based approach to language learning, continues in chapter three, the Literature Review. 

2.3 ) Relationships, Learning, Design and Research

2.3a ) Teachers, Learners and Other Stakeholders 

We did not know at the beginning of this project, what role teachers within a classroom might play in relation to this new set of hypertext documents, to this virtual environment, or learning resource. We did not know how they might mediate between the learners and the text, or how they would use the text to instruct learners within their own learning environments and contexts. We were unsure what power teachers and learners would have to alter the text or the virtual environment. 

Nor did we know what kind of relationships were possible between people in web-based environments. Collaborative writing tools were not yet in the mainstream. "Online Facilitation" was not the buzz phrase it became in later years, nor Blended Learning. 

Although the site was designed to be "stand-alone", the development team has not been alone in this venture; with support coming from the wider educational field. As well as considerable appreciation and "critical friendliness" from colleagues, there have been reviews, and other connections, in highly-valued publications (Askov, 2003; Schwedes et al., 2003; Setmajer-Chylinski, 2005; Skinner, 2000).

2.3b ) Web design and development

Last century seems a very long time ago, in "Internet Time". When we began this project, we were not to know that the Australian Flexible Learning Framework (AFLF) would soon lead the field, nationally and internationally. We had no inkling that there would be years of funding ahead for Flexible Learning Toolboxes
. Most of all, we had no idea that by 2007, ordinary web consumers, the world over, would be sharing video and audio in giant web-based (web2.0-based) social networks. We did not know that there would be live audio and video conferencing, or that Australian-made open source learning management systems would rise to global prominence. 

2.3c ) Structure of the Site

A web site has a structure of its own, different from that of a book, a movie, or an adult literacy lesson. The user will have a different experience of the site structure from that of the designers. When this site was first built, there were about fifteen separate 'sections'. A section, or module, could incorporate a story and some 'follow-up' learning activities. Not all sections were published at once, some were added into the navigation system later on. 

One crucial issue which has had considerable impact on both development of the site, and investigation of the process, concerns the migration of the site from one web host to another. At the beginning, "English at the Beach" was hosted at Vicnet, a community hosting provider in Victoria; and in 2003, the site was migrated to Web Hosts Australia, a commercial web host based in Queensland, described in this paper as "Alba" (because that was their name when we joined their service). This topic will be more closely examined in chapter five, when we compare the structures of the original site with the newer version. 

2.3d ) Development and Sustainability in ACE

Sustainability is a crucial question for any project, within any field. In our case, we were unsure at first whether to aim to truly maintain and develop the site, keeping its potential at a pace with the needs and interests of visitors, as well as the technological possibilities; or whether to leave it as a self-contained, relatively static environment, and focus our energies on developing similar resources on different topics and themes. 

Because it was difficult for management to find the funding to support the initial development, the production team wanted to create a resource that would stand alone, without requiring continual maintenance, or teacher feedback to students. 

In the community sector, we hold onto a dream of being able to independently finance research and production for our online resources, to build quality resources for our community learners, and also sustain the practice. 

2.3e ) Role of Researcher / Developer

I have wondered about my role as a researcher. A newcomer to the research world, I am here to delve beneath the surface, to ask questions in new ways, to seek evidence of any answers. To observe, investigate, de-construct, and piece together a different understanding. The researcher looks for answers, reasons, evidence, strategies to move forward. At the same time, I have been pivotal to the development of the site. 

In fact, it is not so easy to separate these roles, of designer, developer, practitioner and researcher. The practitioner is a researcher, more and more in Adult Community Education (ACE). In this case, because questions and answers lead to action and further evaluation, the research cycle involves many necessary positions. 

Scrutinising something you have played a part in creating is a difficult exercise. As a researcher and practitioner-developer, you are (I am, we are) very close to the process and to a subjective involvement with the site. 

This excerpt below may elucidate the conflict, as taken from the research journal of Michael Chalk, secondary investigator.

"When I look at the site with the eyes of the Educational Designer, I see an interesting site, which has some practical use and benefit. I hear the feedback, and pay attention to the praise. I am filled with enthusiasm for what the site could be - if we had more funding, energy and time. I think about the additional components we could add, how we could involve visitors more - create a place where people can share ideas and information.

"However when I look at the site with the eyes of a researcher, my mind and heart are full of questions. I see what is missing; I compare the site with what it could be - and find it lacking. I wonder why people would visit such a site - what they might be looking for, and what they could find. How their perspective affects what they see. I ask which semiotic system or lens can explain this phenomenon, of a book which lives on the screen, and accepts input from its readers. I wonder what impact - if any - this has on the people who visit. Does this web of text and activities really enable people to develop their language skills - and how? Or is it a 'time-filler', a pleasant diversion?

"This conflict - between the researcher and the practitioner - is compounded more by the multiplicity of roles involved in each of these two main roles. The practitioner is a project manager, a 'web architect', an instructional designer, a graphic worker (not quite designer or artist), a web programmer, and an educational 'content developer'. 

"The researcher is a beginner, a student, an L-Plated box of questions and techniques, ready with holistic 'kitchen-sink approach' to research."

That said, dear reader, kindly join me in my L-Plated investigative vehicle, as I take you on the journey of discovery into a case of a web-based language-learning resource, "English at the Beach".

Over the page, chapter three will present a reading of the literature, on topics ranging from the social practice of multiple literacies, through barriers to learning with technology, web design and learning communities, to collecting data from "web server logs" and questionnaire surveys. 
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� .. and the Victorian ACE sector is well off compared with counterparts in other states.


� .. none of this Toolbox funding came our way, although we did apply one year. Toolboxes are web-based learning resources, which in the main support the Training Packages (Vocational Curricula which emerged from the Australian National Training Agenda (ANTA)). Other AFLF funding did give us freedom, responsibility and plenty of work. 
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