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


8 ) Discussion and Recommendations

"There's a fine line between an online course and an online curse.  Unfortunately, that lost "o" all too frequently reappears in the "Oh, I wish we had done that" or "Oh, we didn't think about that" revelations made by online instructors and program coordinators as they realize they overlooked an important element in their online courses and programs (Downey, 2001)."

There has been much learning along this journey. Although we could not implement everything that I learned during this investigation, we would certainly bear our learning in mind next time we develop. This chapter contains discussion of the research methods, as well as the outcomes of data analysis, following the structure of the investigation:
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questions and methods for the research, 
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structure of the site, 
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examination web usage data, and
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examination of user feedback. 

Additionally, I will make recommendations for similar development projects, taking into account suitable  pedagogies for online resource development. In the spirit of appreciative inquiry, if not the exact form, this chapter will endeavour to highlight what works and what is good about the site and its development, before making suggestions about what could be improved. 

8.1 ) Questions and Methods

I have gained much knowledge through examining the structure and development of the web site "English at the Beach", the web usage data and the feedback we received. The methodology, a hybrid form of case study involving the urge to improvement usually found in practitioner-based action research, has served its purpose well in this exploration. The methods of description, evaluation, visual and discourse analysis, tabulation and comparison, survey questionnaires, and email interviews, have been well matched with each task. 

Fundamentally lacking from the investigation was some user testing for the resource. This is a method very well suited to functional interface design and development, requiring no more than five users for each stage of the development (Nielsen, 2000). 

8.2 ) Structure, Development and Function 

The experience of the user is the most crucial aspect of the whole project, and I attempted to show the relationship between the design process, the technology, and the user experience. Learners in ACE and lower level literacy learners, whether or not they are part of the Digital Native Generation, can struggle as they adapt to the new web literacies. 

The choice to build an 'interactive' web site around the notion of theme-based language and literacy learning, was partly due to the need for highly contextualised easy reading materials online, and partly due to our aim of learning more about the medium. The development team wanted the navigational controls to be driven by narrative and meaning, rather than isolated exercises. 

The migration of the site from community to commercial hosting had a large impact on the technological possibilities, which led to changes in the layout and navigational structure of the site; and also to easier embedding of features for communication and feedback. 

In programming the design of the site for "browser accessibility", we worked to adopt the tenets of the web standards movement; by separating content structure from presentation. This was a process which improved as the site matured. However, although we have worked to satisfy the technology, there remain some glitches in our accessibility for people with disabilities. 

Felix pointed out that creating a standalone learning web site is not for the individual enthusiast, and I certainly would take her words to heart. Our team structure, with its roles and development processes, was certainly a good 'first draft' attempt, however it would be ideal to have a fuller distribution of roles for technical task-management (Felix, 2003). In future, we would consider not only a range of positions for the development of online learning resources, but also a project steering committee to guide the project team (Downey, 2001). Unfortunately, the amount of funding does not usually allow a full range of specialist workers
. 

In fact, during the life span of this web site, web-based learning has made some incredible advancements particularly in audio-visual technology, and our site has fallen behind; catching up could cost another ten thousand dollars
. 

8.2a ) Stories and activities

Questions remain un-answered by this research project, concerning the quality of learning, and the effectiveness of learning activities on the web. Where are the problem-solving activities, the collaborative project developments, the community activation pedagogies that underpin and drive adult learning in the community? 

The site, "English at the Beach", has the potential to be larger, more expansive and to provide more variety of learning experience. A theme-based language-learning approach enables a wide range of stories, text types and learning activities (Harmer, 1991). Figure 8.1a shows a selection of the wider view. 
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Figure 8.2.a) Current texts and activities, with additional possibilities. 

In theory, the possibilities are limitless. There are countless sources for stories on this topic, in the news, in literature, in encyclopedic texts. A story or text may have many accompanying activities, some designed for the individual learner, others for a group of learners. 

Perhaps the model of a development team is limited in itself, and there might be a way to harness the energies of visitors to the site, enabling teachers and learners to contribute their own learning activities, communication and compositions; in the style of web2.0 where communities participate in making and sharing multi-modal messages and texts. Sites are designed to encourage participation and creative sharing. How do we get to beach2.0
?

8.2b ) Missing content after migration

Our original site, on the Vicnet server, had a vocabulary section. Other sites have visual vocabularies for the beach and related topics. Below are two examples of these beach-related, screen-based vocabularies. 
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Figure 8.2.b) Screen Capture from The Language Guide
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Figure 8.2.c) Screen Capture from esl-images.com


Both of these vocabularies have an audio component built in. The Language Guide, shown in Figure 8.2b provides an audio-visual vocabulary for a large range of topics, and is free to use. The site incorporates Quicktime files for access to sound files, and mouse-over effects to provide the word for each image. Esl-images.com displayed in Figure 8.2c provides basic image and word associations for free, however obtaining higher resolution images require paid subscription.

8.2c ) Communication features

Unfortunately, each attempt at building in communication features to the site has failed in some respect. The 'embedded' guestbooks on the migrated site became inundated with spam, and the technology chosen did not have the capacity to put up any defence. Survey questionnaire forms were also affected by this ongoing deluge of unwanted rubbish. Protection against spam is now an essential component for any web-based communication technology.

8.2d ) Menu navigation: positioning vs. sequence

" .. on the Alba site, the 'comments' page has a high hit rate, higher than you'd expect from being 'at the end' of the sequence; Then I looked at the screen, and of course with the new system, 'at the end' is just as ridiculous as in the old system; in fact 'comments' in my screen(1024) comes just 'under' the second page; (Chalk Research Journal, 2005)"

Although I redesigned the navigation system with the purpose of clarifying the 'intended learning sequence', the redesigned interface is itself flawed, as on some screens the final element in the module menu sits flush with the first. Figure 8.2b highlights the problem. 
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Figure 8.2.d) Menu, The Aussie Cozzie, Alba. 

Each learner or visitor has a different experience of the site, simply through differences such as screen size, type of machine and operating system. The resolution settings of individual monitors affect the positioning of menu items. What is intended to be an inviting, open menu - with options to follow a pre-set sequence or to select any page in the module with a single click, could be a mish-mash on a different screen. 

8.3 ) Web Usage Statistics

There is a seemingly endless parade of numbers, which can be explored to show that the front page is always the most requested, and that learning activities receive far fewer requests than the stories and texts. However, as we have seen, it is difficult to know exactly what the numbers represent, or the significance of popularity in itself. 

To compare with a face to face classroom, this process is a bit like tracking learners' perceptions and understanding from their footprints on the floor, and their fingerprints in the book. 

Over the course of the investigation, I slowly re-learned what the literature had already told me: that "hits" were not the same as page requests, and that the notion of individual user sessions could not be trusted due to the way page requests are distributed around various "caches" between our site and the visitor's screen (Haigh and Megarity, 1998). In fact it was not until I compared the web usage data with the feedback information coming in from survey questionnaires, that I realised the extent of this situation. 

It is true that only a minority of visitors showed interest in visiting the language learning activities within each module, but when I examined the search engine keywords, it was clear that our attendance figures were affected by a range of other interest factors. In fact, it appears there is an "inverse Gaussian trail" at work on many web sites, and this is an effect of the search engine phenomenon: most web users visit one page and then leave (Kelly, 2000). 

After this examination, there were still considerable gaps in the knowledge. Perhaps in the end it is not possible to gain anything other than vague and general trends from this web usage data. If we really want to find out who is visiting each page, and for how long, then we need to contain the structure within some kind of "learning management system", which will uniquely identify learners, and track their every move. This kind of system could also enable us to build relationships with the people using the site, and even to foster some kind of learning collaboration between users. 

8.3a ) Apparent trends

There were some clear patterns to the statistics from the web site. The difficulty was knowing how to analyse those patterns. It seems that for many stories on the site, the front page will garner many more requests than the second page. The third page will then gain fewer hits again, and so on, until the number of hits plateaus after the third page. What could be the reasons? 

Perhaps there are a number of teachers who take a quick look at the site before deciding whether to use it with their students or not. Perhaps students take a look through the first couple of pages before deciding whether to attempt the exercises or not. Perhaps many people arrive via linked sites or search engines, in search of general information, are content to skim the story, but do not wish to test their language skills. Perhaps people arrive from random web search engine hits which turn out to be not what they are looking for. Perhaps people take one look and disappear. 

This is a clear limitation to the web usage data: it gives very little indication of the motives and experiences of the people at the other end. I was warned of this (Haigh and Megarity, 1998).

8.3b ) Migration process - affecting structures of module

It was challenging to compare visiting records at the two sites because the structure was altered during the migration process - as well as the layout of pages within the module. 

On the Vicnet site, three of the 'creature texts' were on the front page, the fourth on a separate page. In the Alba version, the front page became an overview, or 'contents' page - linking to each creature - and each creature text was presented on its own page.

Navigation across the whole site was also altered, using large blue arrows instead of a 'hand', and placing the module menu across the top of the screen. In the Vicnet version, module menus were not consistently placed - they could be horizontal or vertical, depending on which page. 

Although the redesigned menu was not ideal, as mentioned in the previous section, the newer system made each option clear to visitors, who could then disregard the 'intended learning sequence', and follow their own trail. There were signs that this had some impact on browsing patterns, for example within The Aussie Cozzie module, where the Photo Tour and the Comment page stood out as being more popular than the other activities; and also in Dangerous Creatures, where the four textual pages received a similar proportion of visits on the Alba site, as the single text page had received at Vicnet. 

8.3c ) Individual trails

Unfortunately, although I tried, it was not possible to track exact paths via the statistical information from either site. This is a case where user testing would be far superior to this method. I still really do not know whether visitors are following the sequence as intended, or whether people are selecting their own path from the listed options. Much more investigation could be done on this issue. Indeed it would be good to discover what impact different browsing trails have on the learning outcomes. 

8.4 ) Feedback from Users

Overall, our theme-based web site project received a very positive and helpful response. 

The most effective strategy for gathering feedback was to embed questionnaire surveys within each module. This was made easier by the transition to a programming-enabled hosting environment. 

Along the way, I needed to further refine the wording of the surveys; and in retrospect it would have been worthwhile to find out more about respondents' language levels and learning environments. 

Age turned out to be an important factor, with four-fifths of our respondent population (within the aggregated data for the modules at Alba) under the age of thirty-five. Even after excluding the 25% of respondents who were under eighteen, people under thirty-five still made up nearly three-quarters of respondents to the module-based questionnaires at Alba. Other studies have highlighted this issue " (Choy et al., 2006: 26; Snyder et al., 2005: 38).

Some of the most interesting feedback was from teachers who have used the site with learners. While the sample population was very small here, it was clear that educators have used the site in a variety of ways, enabling both individual and group-based learning, in classrooms, self-access centres and across the blogosphere. 

8.4a ) Gather feedback: automatic compilation!

A strong recommendation to anyone considering web-based questionnaires, would be to find a technology which automatically compiles responses into a database. Considerable time was spent stripping identifying information from responses, then tabulating data within a set of databases. It would be entirely possible, and preferable to enable machines to do this work (Daley et al., 2003; Hagan, 1997). 

Another issue was the huge amount of spam which eventually flooded our servers and in-boxes. Any automated database approach would need to have protection against this unwanted onslaught. 

8.4b ) Content and wording of questionnaire surveys

On the whole, building questionnaire surveys into the learning modules was a successful change. We received many more feedback responses this way.

I learned early on that words like "brilliant" and "terrible" can have different connotations for native speakers of English across different continents, so changed the language of the Likert responses to more generic, International English such as "excellent" and "below average". 

When examining ease and usefulness, we need more data again, to find out which aspects of each module rate as easy or useful; whether it is the reading passage, or the activities which accompany each text; whether they find the text or the activities useful for general knowledge purposes, or for language and literacy learning. 

Here again there is a clear need for more data, to find out which sections of each module rate as most difficult or easy; whether it is the reading passage, or the activities which accompany each text. It is worth noting that the question intended to discover people's enjoyment of the module was phrased "What did you think of ..", rather than, "How much did you enjoy ..". If our aim was to discover people's affective experience, then perhaps this question could have been worded differently. 

8.4c ) Self-identifying fields

It would have been good to learn more about the language background and English language levels of our respondents, and also about their place of learning. 

Particularly when measuring the respondents' "Ease of Use", I felt the lack of this important information about the English language levels of the respondents. Perhaps, it may have been better to seek people's assessment of their language skills, rather than (or as well as) their computer skills. 

When examining levels of computer skill, there was a mismatch between the question, which suggested three options, and the drop-down list which offered five categories. At least one of the two 'better than' categories, could have been omitted. 

8.4d ) Improvements 

One major feedback concerned the lack of opportunities to develop writing skills. In fact, there were no opportunities on our site to enable or encourage learners to produce anything. Learners also expressed their desire for more listening activities, and more focus on vocabulary, as well as more stories about sea creatures. Some learners were frustrated by the broken-down state of the communication boards. 

8.5 ) Maintenance and Future Development Options

The range of what is possible in web-based resource presentation, interaction and learning has developed enormously in the years since this project was initiated. The Web2.0 phenomenon, incorporating Social Softwares and the Semantic Web, has seen a huge rise in "Web Applications", that is web-based softwares which enable many people to interact with each other, from their own individually-defined spaces. The years 2005-6 in particular witnessed an astonishing progression in possibilities related to sound and video on the web. Examples include 
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podcasting (Podomatic, Odeo, GCast), 
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blogging (Blogger, Edublogs, WordPress), 
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collaborative authoring via wiki (Wikispaces, Wikipedia, Wikiversity, WikiNews, MediaWiki), 
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conversation and entertainment through video-sharing (YouTube, BlipTV). 

There are also gaming applications known as Massive Multiplayer Network Games which enable huge numbers of people to interact purposefully in many different ways through virtual worlds. 

Web sites which have used these broadcasting and social software applications include "Our English Class" (from St George TAFE in NSW), the Daily English Show (Japan), and Real English MPG (France/Miami). 

There have also been astonishing advancements in free and open source softwares that enable more direct interaction between people online, such as :
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live conferencing with audio and voice (Elluminate, iVocalize, DiscoverE), 
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freely accessible (and open source) discussion forum software (Moodle, phpBB).

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. 

8.5a ) Pedagogy, design and Social learning

The pedagogical underpinnings of a project like this could be developed more strongly. In the case of "English at the Beach" questions of language level and learning environment need to be addressed more consistently. Also deserving of some consideration would be the notion of a critical literacy approach. 

There was a considered decision to make a resource which would stand on its own, not requiring ongoing commitment from staff. This decision was based on the reality of limited funding. 

However, it remains a significant question whether the "standalone resource" is a genuinely useful web application. Were we creating a "Learning Object", or a "Learning Environment"? If our aim was to create a learning object, which teachers, and groups of learners outside of our own immediate community context would employ as a resource, then it would have been far more effective to evaluate the product within our own context before releasing it "into the wild"
. If our aim was to create a learning object, then it would be better to make this adaptable to a range of different formats (print as well as screen), and easily broken into smaller useable chunks. 

If our aim was to create a learning environment, then clearly missing from our online project was any consistent interaction between learners, and certainly the opportunity to collaborate productively with other learners. Without interpersonal connection between learners and teachers, we have no real way to determine whether learning has occurred. In future, it would be best to consider ways to enable genuine social learning environment and activities, and to consider a broader framework for teaching and learning. 

Figure 8.2c shows an example of a wider framework for teaching and learning (by Ivanic and Tseng in Mellar et al., 2007). 
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Figure 8.5.a) The relationship between teaching and learning: a conceptual framework (by Ivanic and Tseng in Mellar et al., 2007)
Mellar, Kambouri et al. explored the experience of teachers and learners in Adult Basic Education in the UK, finding that tutors generally appreciated the value of social interaction within the learning environment. Their model includes socio-cultural factors, relationships, social relations, and social identities (Mellar et al., 2007). 

While we attempted to address this need for social interaction, and introduced discussion boards and guestbooks in three different ways, each approach was severely hampered by either technical difficulty, or anti-social behaviours such as spam and vandalism. A web-based learning environment, allowing interaction between learners, needs to provide a base level of safety, so that trust might develop between learners and teachers 
. To create a fuller learning experience, we would need to take this whole set of relationships into account. 

This remains a crucial question for any publishing venture: whether to truly maintain and develop the site, keeping its potential at a pace with the needs and interests of visitors; or to leave it as a self-contained, relatively static environment, and focus energies on developing similar resources on different topics and themes. 

8.5b ) Business plans, licensing, and sustainable community publishing

When we started this project, we had no thought of suitable business models. The question remains of how to balance our need to fund such projects, while providing access to resources freely and openly. 

Licensing is an issue which was never considered by the project team, and it is a field which has changed significantly since the beginning of the project. Our site has a copyright declaration, and is "free to use", however there is no declaration about the rights to reproduce content on other servers. Many content-producers now rely on a range of different licences known as "Creative Commons", which state precisely the permissions and freedoms for users. 

Steering committees need to make decisions of this kind at the outset, or at least be aware of the implications. A small ACE organisation could benefit from world markets, if there were any way to make inroads into, and profit from the world of online publishing. Such an organisation might be well advised to seek levels of sponsorship or partnership arrangements for an undertaking of this magnitude.

8.5c ) Complete the migration process

Before thinking of future development, it is pressing to consider the possibility of completing of the migration process. Several modules from the original site remain 'un-migrated', and demand attention. The range of activities and modules demanding urgent attention include:
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Vocabulary, 
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The Rip, 
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Story of Surf Lifesaving at Bondi, 
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BBQ Recipe, 
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the Loch Ard, and 
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the Great Ocean Road. 

If funding were not such an issue, that is if we could afford a full range of project workers and assistants (information architect, graphic designer, programming expert), there could be many extra learning experiences on the site, including:
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more new texts: stories, image, sound and activities;
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more activities with pictures and photos, such as more 'tours' of various beaches, or an interactive, collaborative image-based thesaurus; 
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more learning activities, and opportunities to interact (with text, ideas and people);
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redevelopment of graphics and navigation system, again;
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more effective community forum, so that visitors could engage in deeper style of discussion;
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collaborative publishing system to enable visitors to contribute their own images and stories.

8.5d ) Future Research 

Many options for wider research into web-based language and literacy learning are mentioned in the literature. Some are listed below.
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Online Reading: knowing that lower literacy users differ from the usual skim and scan approach to the web, it would be good to research ways to develop these strategies for language and literacy learners (Nielsen, 2005). Also to collaborate with an organisation involved in campaigning for Plain English, to find out whether we can improve general knowledge in the web community. 
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Online Writing: find out whether ACE providers could construct a public resource enabling literacy learners to develop their internet research skills, and to collaborate in building public knowledge through community writing applications. 
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Theme-based Learning: investigate whether a different theme would have a different impact. 
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Teaching Strategies: the ACE sector could benefit from learning more about how teachers implement blended learning strategies, to incorporate web-based resources within face-to-face teaching and learning. 
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Sustainability: the question remains of whether it is possible for small community organisations to harness the power of local and global networks, through building a business case and a sufficiently large audience for publishing ventures. 

It could be possible to continue the current project: by implementing additional modules with more advanced and social technologies. Questions worth examining would include: 
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to what extent users follow an intended learning sequence, or create their own trail; and what difference this makes to learning outcomes;
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to what extent web-based language learning is effective within accredited frameworks and outcomes; 
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how much difference audio could make to an online story, for an ESL or literacy learner; 
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how easily and successfully we could enable user input into a language-learning web site, and what kind of difference this would make to the web usage data and feedback;
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whether it would be possible to successfully implement web2.0 strategies into the site, to enable users to create their own mash-ups of data from the site and from other sites; 
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more importantly, what difference these changes would make to relationships between users of the site; 
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whether a successful business model could be built around a freely available resource such as this. 

8.5e ) Alternatively ..

Alternatively, we could leave what is there of the old site, and start again with a new topic. Ideas could include: 
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"Summer in the City": a web-based cartoon soap opera, in which four young visitors to Melbourne discover the highlights of the city, as they engage in a part-time English course; (in fortnightly installments); or 
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"Lost in the Outback": an interactive multi-directional choose-your-own adventure story mash-up about three VCAL students who apply their skills and survive, against the odds. 

Development Roles: script-writers, illustrator and cartoonists, animators, video-editor, web programmer, flash game programmer, graphic artist, teachers and online moderators, content developers for additional learning resources (such as text, audio, video, game scripts, language and literacy-learning activities), actors for voice and visual character modeling. 

Approximate initial budget: $13-40k. Audience: from 500 to 20 million people worldwide. 
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� .. although a newer option is to utilise "out-sourcing" operations, such as � HYPERLINK "http://www.rentacoder.com" ��http://www.rentacoder.com� 


� Within the ever-resourceful ACE sector: our initial budget was only Aud$1500; ideally $40,000 would enable a fuller upgrade for the site. 


� Many web2.0 sites use web applications known as social software, to invite user communities toward sharing multi-modal textual content (whether that content is composed by an individual, a group, or ripped from an external source.) "beach2.0" is an example of a "snowclone", where new signifiers are inserted within an existing phrase of cultural significance. In this case the phrase would signify, "a web2.0 version of our beach site". � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snowclone" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snowclone�  


� � HYPERLINK "http://languageguide.org/" ��http://languageguide.org/� 


� Although it was the Open Source mantra of "release early, release often" which we were following; user feedback was our intended help system. 


� Interaction could be either synchronous or asynchronous, text-based or text/audio. For example, an asynchronous text-based discussion forum in a "Learning Management System" such as Moodle, or a real-time (synchronous) text/ audio/ visual live meeting in a Conferencing software system such as Elluminate. A tentative plan for engaging learners in facilitated discussion is included on the CD-based appendix. 
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