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4 ) Questions and Methods for the Investigation

This chapter outlines the aims of the research, and describes suitable methods for data collection and analysis; it begins by explaining how the study combines different research approaches, drawing on elements of case study and action research (AR), in a practitioner-based investigation. 

4.1a ) A case study

A case study is a study of one thing. It is sometimes difficult to define the boundaries of the case, in fact the boundaries may affect the findings. The advantages of case studies are that they tend to be small-scale, and are not artificial, that they encourage working in depth, and compel the researcher to construct meaning and understandings, while bringing a strong awareness of the complexity and variability of the social world. The case study can be an antidote to determinism and over-generalization, as it has a tendency to be very human (Knight, 2002). 

For this investigation, the case is "English at the Beach", a web site, designed for learning. The study explores and describes the site, also evaluating it in some regard. However the primary motivation for the inquiry is to find ways and places to improve the site. This urge toward improvement brings the project closer to an action research approach. For Freebody, action research can legitimately call upon case study, and "incorporate .. its techniques" (Freebody, 2003: 85). 

4.1b ) Action research 

Action research is often seen as a collaborative, participatory process which moves toward social justice. However this investigation which you are reading has been largely solitary, aside from the initial stages of creative design. Some researchers have claimed that group decision-making is not as crucial to the process, as it was when Lewin first coined the phrase; and also that AR can embody democratic principles without necessarily leading all participants to democratic freedom (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). 

For Knight, in his examination of small scale research, action research "can hardly be called objective" and often the researcher brings a lot of passion to the experience (as well as a certain "spikiness"). It is likely to be grounded very closely in the subject matter, a high level of involvement. Many see action research as praxis, the necessary interplay between theory and practice. Action research is "usually small scale, and always geared to making a difference" (Knight, 2002)
.

4.1c ) Bricolage, hybridity and practitioner research

Many writers speak of 'bricolage' as the essential approach, the heart of the investigation, for a qualitative researcher who is piecing together the whole story (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003; Northcutt, 2004; Padgett, 1998) (Patton, 2001; Stewart, 2001). This bricolage has been compared to quilt-making (Northcutt, 2004), montage, pintimento and jazz improvisation (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). The process is often seen a way to unite various strands of research methodology. 

One creative artist researcher was frustrated with the difficulties of being a practitioner engaging in creative design activities, and her need to combine this creativity with a formal academic process, so she invented a hybrid approach called "Neonarrative" (Stewart, 2001). 

This investigation you are reading has also called upon the spirit of bricolage, as well as narrative, as it tells the story of an adventurous journey of discovery through layers of unfolding data; incorporating techniques of visual and discourse analysis, web-based questionnaire surveys, and also examination of the electronic footprints, the digital nature trails, of our visitors (the web usage data). 

Examining footprints is almost ethnographic, and it would have been possible to plunge more deeply than I have, into a study of the cultural and social interactions in and around the site. But this is one area which remains largely unexplored, and which is perhaps a weakness of the research as well as the site. 

For the practitioner researcher, research is integral to professional life; and while learning and improving are all part of doing the job, especially for educators, academic research is one way of documenting this more formally. The practitioner researcher may use qualitative or quantitive methods; they may change their practice to improve student experience; they may seek to enrich their own practice, or to create knowledge which can extend out into the field (Pritchard, 2002). 

The research conducted into the "English at the Beach" website is partly a case study, with elements of action research, and it is fundamentally a practice-based investigation as well. An underpinning goal of the research is to discover ways of improving the site, which connects the investigation more strongly to the action research tradition of cyclic reflection, planning and change. 

Leading out of this collage of over-arching methodological frameworks, the most important consideration is to explain precisely how certain analytical methods will be used for the research. This chapter will provide such an explanation, showing how methods and frameworks can correspond with each other. 

4.2 ) Overview: Aims of the Research

The fundamental goal of the research is to document, evaluate, investigate the use of, and improve the site "English at the Beach". This web site represents a major piece of creative design and development work by professionals in the field of adult community education. 

While the aims of the web site are to entertain and engage, instruct and encourage, and enable people to develop their English language skills, the aim of the research is primarily to investigate how successful the web site is, in these aims. By researching how people use the site, I hoped to learn how to improve the site, in order to better meet users' needs. So for this practitioner-researcher, there is a manifold purpose, namely to:

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
evaluate and improve the web site, considering design and structure, usage trends, and feedback from users,
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discover how improvements may impact on user experience, and 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
document the process.

4.2a ) Meta-aims for the research

This is a practitioner-based investigation, aiming to provide direction for real improvement in an existing resource; so there are many other questions which arise for the researcher-developer seeking to understand:
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the processes and structure, 
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the audience behavioural patterns, 
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the educational impact, or 
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the intertextual implications of such a cultural phenomenon. 

These questions may not be answered by this research, however they may provide an additional framework for the reader; to be aware of the huge range of factors impacting on this inquiry. In terms of "meta questions", I wanted to discover: 
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what kinds of online learning could work in ACE; and 
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more about the what adult community teachers and learners need, in online learning materials and experiences.

There is a solid framework of issues around the development and maintenance of the site, concerning not only web-based technologies, statistics, and survey data. It is also useful to to examine:
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Adult learning: where technology fits in with people learning language and literacy, whether theory meets practice, and how technologies affect or create literacies;
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Development of resources: copyright and licensing, development and maintenance processes, instructional design, structures of the site, structure of development team, and the implications of funded vs. un-funded time and effort; 
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Sustainability: A question of primary importance concerns whether this model of online resourcing could ever become sustainable
. Could there ever be players within the non-profit and under-funded Adult Community Education (ACE) who might enter the competition of the educational resources market
? 

4.2b ) Questions driving the investigation: design, usage, learning ..

In more detail, the aim is to learn:
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How the authors of "English at the Beach" can  improve the site for language learning
;
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More about people's usage and experiences of the site's resources
; and 
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How teachers and learners rate aspects of the site which can indicate the quality of English language learning materials
. 

Figure 4.2a is designed to illustrate an overview of the complexity and multiple strands of inquiry. 
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Figure 4.2.a) Overview of research aims.

The three strands illustrated in Figure 4.2a connect with the three main strands of our inquiry: Structure, Usage and Feedback. There are data for each inquiry, and additional elements that need to be considered. For example, when considering any improvements to the site itself, through examining the site structures, we need to take into account additional factors such as funding and sustainability, time and resources. This chapter provides detail about these overall enquiries. 

Table 4.2a shows the connections between these three main research strands, and the topic structures I have used to organise this research process. 

Table 4.2.a) Connection between research aims and threads of investigation

	Topic: 
	Research aim: to learn:
	Document, Gather Data and Analyse:

	Site structure: 
	1.
How to improve the site
	 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
investigate structure and development of the site.

	Web usage: 
	2.
How people use the site
	 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
investigate the data emerging from Web Server Logs.

	Feedback: 
	3.
How to meet users' needs
	 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
gather and analyse responses from users of the site.


The next three chapters of this investigation follow the pattern shown in table 4.2a: Site Design and Structure, Web Usage, and Feedback Responses. The remainder of this chapter reveals the decisions that were made concerning the methods for each research question. 

4.2c ) Methods and analysis

This section gives an initial view of the methods for data collection and analysis, as connected to the research questions. Table 4.2b shows the overview.

Table 4.2.b Research Questions, Methods and Proposed Analysis

	Research questions
	Methods
	Analyses

	1. Design and Structure

How can the authors of "English at the Beach" improve the site for language learning?
	Examine structure of site:
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Navigation and menus

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
screen layout, 
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texts, activities and themes.
	Analysis of the site:

Compare visual layouts, navigational systems, site structures and technologies used. 

	2. Usage 

How are people using the site
? What can be learned from examining the web usage data?
	Gather, sort and chart: 
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Web site statistics which show usage data, to discover patterns of exploration by visitors.
	Discuss implications of: 

Trends showing in the usage data.

	3. Feedback

How does the web site, "English at the Beach" meet the needs of teachers and adult learners of English language and literacy? 

Specifically how do teachers and learners rate aspects of the site which can indicate the quality of English language learning materials
	Questionnaire Surveys: 

As the site is web-based, so are the questionnaires. Seeking feedback from adult learners of language and literacy, it is important to consider the language and accessibility of the survey of crucial importance. 


	Find any trends in the data, by analysing: 
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questionnaire responses, and 
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allowing for differences in gender, age and language background of respondents.


This chapter will provide more detail about the research approaches and methods, following the three strands mentioned in Table 4.2b: Structure, Usage And Feedback. 

4.2d ) Role of the researcher

Formally known as the "Secondary Investigator", Michael Chalk is also a central member of the group responsible for design and development of the website. Chapter five will show that as well as being one of the group of four content developers, he took on a large role in transferring the work of this group onto the screen. 

In Chapter two, I touched on the nervousness and conflict which I've experienced as these roles compete and converge. The demands of holding these beachheads of practice and investigation together have been often far too great; as they have alternated roles, in a game where one leeches time and energy away from the other. 

My energy was either taken by development, meaning there was none for research; or vice-versa. It was simply too difficult to balance most of the time. Figure 4.2b is an attempt to portray this struggle between the ideal and the actual, between the spiralling journeys of research and practice. 
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Figure 4.2.b) Con-/Divergence of Research and Practice (Ideal vs Actual). 

Both the formal research, and the practical demands of design and development, contain elements of spiralling journeys along the path to greater understanding. Ideally these elements would complement each other; in practice, however, my subjective experience is not yet one of praxis, but rather the counterveiling demands of each of these multi-layered processes. Perhaps on completion of the formal research, its many strands will percolate, and re-inform the practical development. 

4.3 ) Design and Structure

How can the authors of "English at the Beach" improve the site for language learning?

For this question, I conducted an analysis of the site; examining its structure, in terms of behind-the-scenes construction, up-front navigation, screen layout, menus, texts, and learning activities. 

4.3a ) Frameworks for investigation: theoretically speaking

I wanted to gain some understanding of the complexity of the site as it represents a meeting place of text, people, learning and technology. There is much to examine in a web site intended for language learning, and many lenses or frameworks through which to investigate, such as discourse analysis, social semiotics or visual literacies. 

Figure 4.3a shows some of the possible lenses for examining the site itself. 
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Figure 4.3.a) Possible Lenses for Analysing Site Structure.

The site could be investigated for its effectiveness in creating a language and literacy learning environment (or resource), for its instructional design capacities, for the patterns of usage or interaction, or for the range of learning activities presented. There is scope for debate over whether the site represents a learning environment, or a learning resource.

Additionally, it would be exciting to learn more about the web site as a locus for social and phenomenological interaction between humans and machines, through a set of discourses and their interconnections. A researcher could investigate the situated literacies as a set of social practices, where people communicate with each other via electronic meeting places such as a bulletin board. 

I could even examine the psychological and social implications for people when they interact with texts, activities, and each other, via a network and interface of electrically active silicon chips and wire connectors, by handling keyboard, mouse and screen. 
A researcher could examine any aspects of the learning environment, its interactive components, the way users can navigate the site, the use of technologies to create navigation or learning components, or the way the site engages its users; also the assumptions (and flaws) inherent in the design and intertextuality of the site.

From a genre perspective, it would be worth examining the texts themselves, their tenor, field and mode, their multi-modalities; the place these stories would have in their social context, as well as how they position the reader. An "historical narrative" aims to engage, entertain and inform; while a "classroom text" brings learning activities to accompany the narrative. Another option would be to conduct a comparative discourse analysis between the narrative "learning texts", and the language used on the bulletin boards. 
It would be good to learn how the "user experience" on this site, compares to other experiences of distance learning, corporate training via teleconference, book-reading, face-to-face learning in a community classroom. 

4.3b ) At the level of practical investigation

For the first three years of its existence, the site was hosted on a community-based server in Victoria ("Vicnet"); and then in 2003, it was 'migrated' to a commercial host in Queensland ("Alba"). This was a change with considerable impact. Chapter five examines the similarities and differences between these servers, focussing on tangible features such as:
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the structure of the site, as it is constructed through pieces of code, files and folders;

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the file structure of the site, on disk, viewed through various softwares, eg a file manager, a web authoring software application;
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the structure of the site by function and intended purpose of pages and page elements; I need to know how screen layout and content navigation rate in any instructional design evaluation;
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the visual appearance of the site on a computer screen, viewed through a web browser;
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the site's electronic texts, and the literacies required to interact with the site, the structures of audio-visual and textual semiosis that may be experienced, and 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the site structure from the perspective of pedagogical intent.

4.3c ) Development processes

As well as these descriptions of server environments, and the structure of the site, Chapter five also considers the processes of design and development, in particular: 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the ways in which the structure of the site was altered, in this 'migration' from one hosting server to another (from community to commercial hosting), 
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the roles undertaken by project workers as they went about creating the site, and how process of role-creation could be improved;
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whether the developers achieved their aims (and how successfully); and 
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whether aims would be differently devised, for similar future projects
.

After migration, the quality and quantity of available data changed considerably. This led to important changes, which impacted on both the web usage statistics, and also on the user feedback coming via questionnaire surveys. 

4.4 ) Web Usage

How are people using the site? What can be learned from examining the web usage data?

Web usage statistics are sets of numbers which report on the number of 'server requests' for each item or page in the site
. As the research aimed to learn more about how people are using the site, and more about the experience of site visitors, I needed to know more about how visitors navigate the site, which pages were most popular, and why. Usage statistics could provide useful information, so it made sense to evaluate the available figures and discover their significance.

For this question, the researchers conducted an analysis of usage data, in particular the web site statistics, to discover trends or patterns of exploration by visitors. In particular I  aimed to find out:
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Who is using the site, why and how;
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Whether people follow links in a linear, or in a more random, personal way; and
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Whether people read the whole text, and complete all of the exercises in a section;

As mentioned before, the site lived on two different servers, or web hosts (Vicnet/Alba); and this had implications for each of the three strands of the investigation: the structure and development, the web usage data, and also the feedback that could be gathered. I will begin chapter six of the investigation by constructing an overview of what could be gleaned from the statistical data on each server. 

4.4a ) Re-designing navigation systems

After receiving feedback regarding site navigation, the navigation systems were evaluated and re-designed. I wanted to guage the effectiveness of the menu or navigation system, for directing learners through the resource, or providing them with the opportunity to 'design their own learning journey'
.

So I examined the usage data, hoping to learn whether visitors came to this site in search of language-learning, research or recreational information about the beach, or for pictures of people at a nude beach
. I wanted to find out which metaphorical description was best for our visitors: whether they were surfing, lurching, foraging, stumbling, or beach-combing. 

4.4b ) Research objectives: find meaning in the usage patterns

In our search for trends or patterns within the usage data, I needed to know which data were most useful. I considered a range of possible comparisons and how useful each might be:
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to discover which pages are most popular in the site, or which the least visited;
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to compare various front pages, of each module over time, aiming to learn which modules are most popular;
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to compare patterns of usage within modules over time, and to discern the 'popularity flow' of pages as they present in sequence on the web;

Finally, I searched for ways to explain patterns, and discern which factors might be influencing the pattern. From a large range of possible analytic actions, I selected strategies most likely to give results. 

Table 4.4a outlines the range of selected investigation strategies. The first column refers to the two servers which have hosted our site over its life span, Vicnet and Alba. 

Table 4.4.a) Selected foci for examining the web usage data.

	Focus (server)
	Focus of examination
	Purpose
	Implications and Further questions

	Both
	Examine similarities and differences in data emerging from the web usage statistical records of each server. 
	To discern the opportunities and limitations of each server application
.
	This initial exploration shaped the range of further investigation. 

	Both
	Obtain initial snapshots and general numbers from each server.
	To learn more about what data are available, and how useful they could be.
	This stage was also crucial to discovering what could be learned. 

	Vicnet
	Some top-ten results, eg. a single set of pages over time, weekly or monthly.
	To gain a flavour of the data, eg the most requested files and pages. To discover any trends in browsing pattern by time. To find out which modules in the site are most popular. 

To discover connection between content and viewing preferences.
	Create a visual map of these structural trends.

	Alba
	Study the "raw data",

Search and compile keyphrases and referrers
,

Chart the unique visitors, by month and by year,

Tabulate the most requested pages, by time.
	To understand how useful the available data can be.

Examine how people have found the site - via 'search engine' keyword search or via direct links. 
	To determine what proportion of the visitors are likely to be 'language-learning' students.

	Vicnet
	Measure the relative popularities of each module over time.
	Map a rough picture of which aspects of the site draw visitors. 
	

	Both 
	Compare the same module between different server systems and presentation styles
	Discover patterns in a single module on each site. Compare trends between sites.  


	To learn whether different navigation systems affect browsing trends, and whether the restructure of 2003 had any significant impact on viewing habits, whether the re-construction path has been successful. 

	Alba
	Track individual visitors via the 'raw logs', and 'latest visitors' statistics
.
	Compare single tracks with the overall picture, and get a flavour of the typical sequence or trail.
	


4.4c ) Additional questions

There were additional questions which arose during the investigation. There were not always satisfactory answers. 

I wondered whether higher numbers would actually represent greater 'popularity', with their own active attraction; or would they signify greater 'coincidence value': the pages people stumble on by accident, the pages relating to searches which turn out irrelevant, the pages (or images) referred by bloggers or reviewers on different topics. 

An important question was whether a higher number of hits would imply that some pages were 'better' than others, either at attracting attention, or better at providing an enjoyable learning experience. Sometimes the information coming in from these figures only led to further speculation, over:
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whether popularity coincides with educational value, usefulness, aesthetic values, interactivity levels;
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whether it tells us anything about what learners or visitors value and expect;
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how many people follow the suggested learning sequence
, and how many choose their own direction, given that all pages are simultaneously available via the menu
? 
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whether it would be possible to compare the statistical visiting records with the structures of the menus (navigation systems) in some way.

Some of these additional questions required input from the participants on the site, which leads into the next strand of the investigation, focussing on the feedback obtained from visitors, via web-based questionnaire surveys and email. 

4.5 ) Feedback from Questionnaire Surveys

How does the web site, "English at the Beach" meet the needs of teachers and adult learners of English language and literacy? Specifically how do teachers and learners rate aspects of the site which can indicate the quality of English language learning materials
?

It was critical to obtain feedback from users of the site, whether they be teachers, learners, or people outside of formal learning environments. Invitations to provide evaluation and feedback were embedded within the resource, via multiple screen-based questionnaire survey forms
. 

4.5a ) Meeting needs of adult learners and teachers?

This venture combined two design challenges: creating learning materials and developing a web site. I wanted to know how the web site, "English at the Beach" might meet the needs of teachers and adult learners of English language and literacy, according to those people themselves. Through the questionnaire-based investigation, I aimed to explore these issues:

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 13 \h 
how the site would rate, in terms of the quality and effectiveness of the language learning opportunities contained within its texts and learning activities; 
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how much our site provided engaging and motivating opportunities for effective and affective learning;
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How useful feedback from users might be, in redeveloping the site. 

Within this framework, I aimed to learn how teachers and learners would rate aspects which might indicate a level of quality in learning materials, including:
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text content: interest-level, usefulness and relevance of stories and information texts;
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presentation: appearance and design of the site for "usability";
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ease of navigation around the site;

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 13 \h 
effectiveness of language-learning activities.

4.5b ) Sources of feedback 

The development team sought feedback from users, both teachers and learners, via a number of means. I created web-based questionnaires focussing on: 
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the entire Vicnet site, 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the entire Alba site, and 
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individual modules within the Alba site. 

As well as formal feedback delivered via web-based forms, there was a considerable amount of informal feedback, both by email and direct conversation
. 

Additionally, there were two published reviews of the site, in the fields of adult ESL and literacy (Schwedes et al., 2003; Skinner, 2000). Table 4.5a outlines the sources of feedback for our evaluation. 

Table 4.5.a) Sources of feedback

	Respondents 
	Teachers, Learners, other members of the public

	Pathways
	Via web-based questionnaires
	via email

	
	Published reviews and articles, links 
	informal, via conversation


When the site was first set up, we announced its availability, via a network mailing list, to adult literacy teachers around Australia, many of whom responded via email. These responses were not included in the research data, as no invitation to participate, or ethical disclaimer was issued. 

More formally, users were invited to engage with a series of web-based evaluation questionnaires on the site. I then analysed questionnaire responses, looking for trends related to differences in gender, age and skill level of respondents.

4.5c ) Sample for the study

Table 4.5b) gives an initial overview of the feedback for the site, including responses via email as well as online questionnaire surveys. 

Table 4.5.b) Overview of Feedback Responses from All Sources

	Population
	Type of feedback
	Number of responses
	Proportion of total (%)

	Teachers
	Total responses from teachers giving feedback via electronic means
	46
	24.6%

	Students
	Total number of documented responses from students 
	96
	51.3%

	Other
	Total assorted responses from people identifying as "other"
	45
	24.1%

	Total
	Entire range of formal and informal feedback, via web-based forms and email
	187
	100.0%


"Electronic means" includes both email and the web-based questionnaires. This is not a huge sample, and in Chapter seven you will find more detail about how much of the sample was usable. 

4.5d ) Practical considerations: survey design

The design of the questionnaire surveys was important to the outcomes. I needed to ensure that surveys were concise and focussed; that they would offer a manageable range of alternative responses, and also that they would focus on:
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specific texts and exercises, 
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ease (appropriate language level), enjoyability and usefulness of the texts, 
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the effectiveness of learning activities. 

On the original site at Vicnet, there was a single form which was linked from the front page. This form did not have a tight focus on particular texts, but rather a broad focus on the whole site. In these early days, our mastery of the required technology was not great. 

As part of the site migration to the Alba servers, I adapted the original feedback form to allow integration into individual modules. Retaining the most effective aspects of the original form, meant that the re-designed evaluation questionnaires on the Alba site sought users' ratings of story and activities within each module, in terms of:

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
the level of ease people experienced in navigating the module; 
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their enjoyment of story and activities, including which part of each module they enjoyed the most;
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the usefulness of the text and the learning experience, as well as 
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an indication of what extra activities they would like. 

The questionnaires also sought identifying information about each respondent, namely their:
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age bracket, 
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gender, and
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experience with computers. 

More exploratory questions were left out during this redesign process. Excluded questions had focussed on people's beliefs about online learning resources
, how the materials were used in class, and the kind of online resources people were seeking, in general.

Feedback forms attached to specific modules and for the entire site were supplemented with other forms such as:
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"bug on the beach", seeking any 'bug reports', or non-functioning aspects of the site, 
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"teacher interested in beach interview" and 
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"Ideas for new stories". 

4.5e ) Questionnaires: language and limitations

Given the range of expected users, people for whom English is a second language, or English speakers with low literacy levels, there was a need for caution in framing the questions. 

Minimising the complexity of a screen-based form was important in this context of seeking feedback from visitors with low language and literacy levels. This complexity was compounded by visual and navigational components.

It was important to frame questions to be answerable by either teachers or learners. I decided to ask very similar questions of students and teachers, and to seek their impressions of enjoyment, 'usefulness' of the text and learning activities, as well as the ease of their learning experience.

I believed that open-ended questions were probably less likely to attract any response. For this reason, it would be ideal to have a range of shorter forms, offering many alternative responses rather than open-ended questions, and to focus on particular texts and exercises.

There is always a huge range of issues to consider, in relation to survey response, for example: cost, representativeness and response rate, quality of response data, response speed and geographical advantage, ethical concerns and technical problems (Yun and Trumbo, 2000). Survey questionnaires present the main weakness of attaining sufficient strength or diversity of sample. Common sense might suggest that web-based questionnaires are even less likely to attain a good number of respondents, however there have been studies that show a very high response rate (70%) to email surveys (Yun and Trumbo, 2000). 

Without accompanying our visitors in person, it was impossible to know whether they successfully navigated the environment, and consciously identified themselves as either teacher or learner. 

After a follow-up email, one respondent noted that s/he had not noticed the additional feedback components at all
. This respondent commented that our feedback forms were 'rigged', because they were set up to read 'excellent' if the visitor made no effort to alter the default. After this exchange, the forms were altered to allow no response as the default, and to clearly indicate the need to select a response - through the use of question marks in the response areas. 

The language selected for feedback via the forms in the first instance was criticised by early respondents because of its Anglo-Australian bias, and so changed to allow for the international and US understandings
. 

4.5f ) Measurement and analysis: practical steps

Firstly, to prepare for analysis, the data from email replies was collated via word processor formatting, and then entered into database tables for querying. I then measured the relative amounts via the database. Table 4.5c gives an overview of each purpose and practical approach. 

Table 4.5.c) Approach to Analysis for Questionnaire Responses.

	Purpose
	Approach

	Measure the rate of return
	Determine the initial sample. Map the range of responses, and measure the relative amounts
.

	Discover the range of opinions and perspectives
	Study the feedback 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
from the Vicnet server, 
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from the Alba server, focussing on the entire site,
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from the Alba server, focusing on the modules.

	Collate data and search for trends
	For the data emerging from the Alba server, measure the rates of response for ease, enjoyment and usefulness, as well as age, gender, skill levels and IP address.

	Search for trends related to respondent categories
	For the data emerging from the Alba server, compare reported ease, enjoyment and feedback against modules, gender, age and skill. 


In Table 4.4c, the approach for examining this feedback data is detailed. After determining the sample size, and gaining an initial view of the response data, I collated the data, and searched for trends. Firstly I looked for trends emerging in a simple way, then used a more complex comparison of variables, to discover whether any trends related to respondent categories.

4.5g ) Teaching and learning processes 

How do different teachers incorporate web-based materials into class: as individual or group-based activity?

For this teaching resource, I wanted to find out more about: 
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How different teachers incorporate web-based materials into class: as individual or group-based activity;
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What processes and strategies, individual or group-based, different teachers use to adapt this site to their classrooms
.

For this question, the researchers conducted interviews via email, with teachers who had identified as being users of the site with their students. These interviews were much more open-ended than the questionnaire surveys, in order to field a more natural response.

Naturally there are difficulties involved with the interview processes. Gaining a representative sample presented the clearest challenge. Interviewees were sought via collegiate contacts, networks and the range of people who have identified themselves through the site to date. 

Although outside the scope of this research, it would be good to find out more about:

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 13 \h 
How people learn, while they interact with web-based resources, in terms of group and individual processes;
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What sort of interaction between users is happening on or around the site, and how can this be measured or evaluated;
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Whether users interact in face-to-face settings while using the site, and in what ways.

4.6 ) Methods and Ethical Considerations

Naturally there are dangers and ethical considerations with any study involving humans. Any environment involving computers can be emotionally distressing for the newcomer, especially a person who is developing new language and literacy awareness and skills. While mindful of the need to gain a representative sample, it was important not to cause any distress to any users of the site. Ethical boundaries were important to the development of the project, and our goal was to ensure that nobody was adversely affected by the processes of data collection.

Learners may experience different responses not only to the site itself, but also to the impersonality of an online form. These responses could differ according to their levels of comfort with English language structures, and with online texts.

Teachers approached may not have the time to consider such a study. It may be some time since they first used the site, and they may not be interested in examining the site again. There is a huge range of online materials for English language learning, and teachers may not find their classes are interested in the beach theme again. 

Teachers may also find an interview to be an unreasonable demand on their time. They may feel that the questions are intrusive, or that they are being asked to share their professional impressions and expertise with no benefit to themselves. This research is not funded, and so there is no option of payment. We rely on the kindness and generosity of colleagues.

Aware of these risks, I made sure that the online questionnaires and email interviews contained notice about the nature of the research. Response from both survey questionnaires and email interviews were considered as entirely confidential data. Participating teachers were informed that they could withdraw their consent to participate at any time until publication.

The initial stage of data management involved separating responses from any identifying information, which was stored in a separate location. Each respondent was given a unique code, and stripped data was collated by type of respondent and type of feedback. 

To ensure acceptable ethical guidelines for the project, it was agreed not to examine any feedback coming from people identifying as aged under eighteen, as consent could not be gained from parents or guardians. 

4.7 ) Questions and Methods: Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodological framework for this investigation into a public learning website called "English at the Beach"; namely that it follows a practice-based hybrid approach, encompassing elements of action research and case study. The rest of the paper will provide detailed coverage on the three strands of investigation outlined: 
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Structure and development of the site (chapter five), 

 SYMBOL 187 \f "Arial" \s 11 \h 
Web usage data (chapter six), and 
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User feedback from questionnaire surveys (chapter seven). 

For the structure and development, chapter five will examine the differences between the site as it existed on the servers of two separate web hosting providers, known as Vicnet and Alba; I look at the structure of the site from the perspectives of both visitor and developer, taking in screen layout, navigation, texts and activities. 

For the web usage data, chapter six will show how the two hosting providers gave very different sets of data; you will find out about the difference between hits and unique visitors, the range of countries from which our visitors came, the search keyphrases and the referrers; there will also be investigation of visitors' browsing patterns, as I look at which texts, activities and modules attained the most hits over time. 

For the user feedback, chapter seven will give more detail on the sources of feedback, via web-based questionnaire surveys, as well as via email; the chapter will canvass the entire range of responses, and sift through the information to paint a picture of how well users liked the different incarnations of the site, in terms of their ease of use, enjoyability, and usefulness. 

Chapter eight will find out whether these strands can be woven into a knowledge quilt, through discussion of the findings and their implications (Northcutt, 2004). This final chapter will also outline recommendations, both for future research of a similar kind, and for the website itself, "English at the Beach", or others like it. 
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� One weakness of this study, in its claim to be an Action Research project, is that many of the changes demanded by the evaluation, remain uncompleted; although much improvement has occurred, and been documented, along the way.


� I wonder about the future viability of producing 'free' materials: in a 'gift economy', how does a community provider benefit commercially? Free resources are often used to compete within commercial markets - but this pre-supposes an existing supply of commercial goods. (Outside of the open source software field, can a gift economy flourish?)


� Another aspect of economic sustainability: do the authors have time or resources to be working on such a project?


� Authors: practitioner developers, designers, (and researchers).


� Also, whether there is any significant difference between how teachers and learners describe that use.


� .. which will hopefully indicate how the web site "English at the Beach" has been meeting the needs of teachers and adult learners of English language and literacy.


� .. and is there a difference between how teachers and learners describe that use


� .. plus how development time and resources could be better spent. This is considered more in chapter 8: Recommendations.


� Server requests, aka 'hits', indicate how many times a page is requested by a computer somewhere in the world. The request could come from a web browser, a 'download manager', a 'spider' or 'crawler' in search of information (eg search engine, or email-address-spam-crawler.)


� Which is better for screen-based learning: the teacher-led sequence, or the learner-selected path?


� One of the pages in the site contains cartoon images of a couple at a nude beach. 


� Each server uses an application, or series of applications, to create a basic analysis and presentation of the web usage data.


� "Referrers" signifies the other web sites which have linked to our site. (Although sometimes, bad people play a game called "Referrer Spam", where they pretend, via malicious code, to have linked to your site, in order to increase their own traffic.)


� At first I was uncertain as to whether it was possible to track individual visitors, or only the overall population trends. It was not clear whether there was any data showing people's sequence of visiting particular pages.


� I wondered how genuine a 'sequence' the navigational system, or menu represented; where would the border lie, between teacher-designed and learner-driven learning experience; and who might be in charge of the learning process ..


� 'Available' assumes a basic level of competence with vision, technical ability to guide mouse or keyboard to follow hyperlinks. Can this be a valid assumption for our intended learners?


� .. and is there a difference between the ratings of teachers and learners?


� Examples of these forms may be found in the printed Appendices, while replicas of the actual web-based forms may be experienced more directly, in the archived versions of the site, on the CD-based Appendix (these replicas are only partially functional: they will not send from the CD). 


� Although not all of this was admissible as research data, it was useful for the development team.


� For example, "In your opinion, how useful can online materials be in language learning? ..And what works best for you?"


� This respondent had engaged with a questionnaire form at the newly migrated site on the Alba server, in Dec. '03.


� This was the very first version of the questionnaire forms, on the Vicnet server. The initial set of descriptors could have been culturally misleading. A friend who had lived in the USA pointed out that the words 'brilliant' and 'terrible' could mean significantly different things to people using 'US English', from what they meant to Australians or English people. So the measuring terms were changed to 'excellent' and 'below average'.


� It was necessary to ensure that respondents under 18 were excluded.


� It would be interesting to learn if there are any differences between leaving the web site as a freely accessible resource, and using it to deliver a structured program to a selected group of users. While this is outside the main scope of the research, this could help us investigate ways to enhance learning by improving interaction between humans on the site.
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