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Exploring and Evaluating Language Learning
Web Sites

Jeong-Bae Son

Abstract

The use of the Internet is a significant issue in recent computer-assisted language
learning (CALL) research and practice. With the growth of the Internet,
particularly the Web (WWW or World Wide Web), the number of Web sites has
grown rapidly in a very short time. There are now a large number of Web sites for
language learning and teaching and the amount of information on the Web sites is
enormous. As a result, it is difficult for language teachers to find quality Web sites
that match their needs and interests. This situation raises a need for a Web
evaluation system, including a list of useful Web sites, which can guide teachers
to find and use Web resources effectively and to assess Web sites efficiently. This
chapter explores the use of language learning Web sites and presents a model for
Web site categorization and evaluation. It also reports the results of a review of
selected English as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) Web sites using the
model.

INTRODUCTION

The development of the Web has significantly increased the potential scope of
computer-assisted language learning (CALL) (Allodi, Dokter & Kuipers, 1998).
This is evident in the growing literature that argues the potential of the Web in
teaching ESL/EFL (Bell, 1998; Knobel & Lankshear, 1997; Liou, 1999; Robb,
1995; Son, 1998; Warschauer, 1995; Zhao, 1996). The Web offers a global
database of authentic materials that can enhance language learning and teaching
(Allodi, Dokter & Kuipers, 1998; Bell, 1998; Felix, 1999; Knobel & Lankshear,
1997; Li & Hart, 1996). Since not all materials are equally reliable or valuable,
however, language teachers need to be discerning and thoughtful Web users with
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clear ideas of Web resource quality factors. They need to know how to evaluate
Web resources critically (Son, 2000). It allows them to guide students to material
that is interesting and useful to them and appropriate for their language
proficiency level (Robb, n.d.). They also need to know the types of interactions
and delivery strategies employed on the Web in order to develop and implement
effective pedagogy in Web environments (Bush, 1996).

In order to develop a Web evaluation system, it is important to undertake a
research-based investigation of current Web sites, develop a prototype system,
and then evaluate and adjust the prototype accordingly. Taking into account this
process and the discipline of human-computer interaction (HCI), this chapter
presents a model for Web site evaluation and reports the results of a study on the
classification and evaluation of selected English as a second/foreign language
(ESL/EFL) Web sites. Considering that HCI research relates to the CALL context
(Chapelle, 1994) and the computer is an important instrument to help clarify the
process of second language acquisition (SLA) (Doughty, 1987), theoretical bases
for the study were formulated on the basis of principles in HCI, SLA and CALL.

DEVELOPMENT OF A WEBSITE REVIEW FORM

As design and evaluation are complementary to each other, practical design
considerations can be applied to the evaluation of Web sites or pages. Bell (1998)
suggests some guidelines for creating an effective Web site: (a) Know your goals;
(b) Keep it simple; (c) Borrow with honour; (d) Provide context; () Don’t assume
knowledge on the user’s part; (f) Don’t assume technology on the user’s part; (g)
Test your pages; and (h) Keep your pages up to date. Kelly (2000) also suggests
the following guidelines for designing a good Web site for ESL students: (a)
Make your site usable by everyone if possible; (b) Make your site as fast as
possible; (c) Make your site easy to use; (d) Make your site useful; (e) Maintain
Integrity. Be professional; (f) Make your site friendly and fun to use; (g) Use
‘cutting edge technology’ wisely and effectively; (h) Remember that what you
think is true may not be true; and (i) Worry about the minority who use less
powerful computers, use older browsers and have slow Internet access.

In addition to these guidelines, there are a number of Web sites and
references suggesting criteria for evaluating Web resources (see Table 1). They
demonstrate what kinds of questions can be asked in the evaluation of general
types of Web sites, except Nelson (1998) looking closely at evaluation
components of ESL Web sites.
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Table 1

Web site evaluation criteria

Alexander & Tate (1996)

Authority
Accuracy
Obijectivity
Currency
Coverage

Davis (2000)

Authority and Credibility
Citation and Accuracy
Content

Design

Timeliness or Currency

Joseph (1999)

Speed

First impression — general appearance
Ease of site navigation

Use of graphics / sounds / videos
Content / Information

Currency

Availability of further information

McKenzie (1997)

Reliability
Accuracy
Authority
Currency
Fairness
Adequacy
Efficiency
Organization

Nelson (1998)

Purpose
Pedagogy
Design / Construction

Schrock (1996)

Technical and visual aspects of the Web page
Content
Authority

Seguin (1999)

Origin
Design
Content
Accessibility
Currency
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From critical analysis of this information, a list of Web site evaluation
criteria was made and incorporated into a language learning Website review form
(see Appendix). The review form asks for administrative information such as the
title of the site, its URL, language activities/skills and target audience. There is
also space for a site description. The evaluation section of the form contains 15
criteria to which reviewers highlight the site to be “Very Unsatisfactory”,
“Unsatisfactory”, “Uncertain”, “Satisfactory” or “Very Satisfactory”. The criteria
cover:

1. Purpose (i.e., Is the purpose clear? Is the content in line with the
purpose? Is the Website appropriate for its targeted learner?)

2. Accuracy (i.e., Is the content accurate? Are spelling and grammar
accurate?)

3. Currency (i.e., Is the Website current? Is the Website updated
regularly?)

4. Authority (i.e., Is there information on the author? Is the author well-
recognized for his or her work?)

5. Loading speed (i.e., Does the Website download fast? Do the content
pages download efficiently?)

6. Usefulness (i.e., Does the Website provide useful information? Are the
language activities or tasks useful?)

7. Organization (i.e., Is the Website well organised and presented? Is the
Website interesting to look at and explore? Are screen displays
effective?)

8. Navigation (i.e., Is the Website easy to navigate? Are on-screen
instructions easy to follow? Is it easy to retrieve information? Are
hyperlinks given properly?)

9. Reliability (i.e., Is the Website free of bugs and breaks? Is the Website
free of dead links?)

10. Authenticity (i.e., Are the learning materials authentic? Are authentic
materials provided in appropriate contexts?)

11. Interactivity (i.e., Is the Website interactive? Are methods for user
input effectively employed?)

12. Feedback (i.e., Is feedback on learner responses encouraging? Is error
handling meaningful and helpful?)

13. Multimedia (i.e., Does the Website make effective use of graphics,
sound and colour? Is the level of audio quality, the scale of graphics or
video display appropriate for language learning?)

14. Communication (i.e., Can the user communicate with real people on-
line through the Website? Is on-line help available?)
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15. Integration (i.e., Can the learning materials be integrated into a
curriculum? Does the content fit with curricular goals?).

The form also asks reviewers to give an Overall Rating, from five options:
Very Poor (Not recommended at all), Poor (Not appropriate), Adequate
(Acceptable with reservation), Good (Appropriate for use), and Excellent (Highly
recommended). Finally, there is space for additional comments and the reviewers
are asked to sign and date the form.

SELECTION OF WEBSITES

Web searches were conducted for Web sites centred on the learning and teaching
of ESL/EFL. The results of the search displayed numerous sites claiming to be
useful for ESL/EFL learners. These sites were then checked and some were
eliminated for the following reasons: (a) the site required membership; (b) a fee
was required to use materials on the site; and/or (c) there was too much
advertising which made using the site difficult or frustrating. In other words, Web
sites were selected based on their free open access and features useful for
ESL/EFL learners and teachers.

A total of twelve sites were initially selected and an email was sent to
authors of the sites. The email outlined the purpose of the project and the reasons
why the particular site was selected. It asked for permission for the site to be
reviewed and listed on a project Web site. Of the ten authors from the twelve sites,
nine replied to the email granting permission to evaluate their site. Eleven sites
were then reviewed. However, as two authors each had two sites, only one of the
two sites from each author was selected. As a result, nine sites were included in
the final evaluation.

CREATION OF THE PROJECT WEBSITE

The whole project Web site is very information-rich. It demonstrates a Web
categorization and evaluation system for use with language learning sites and
reviews selected sites according to the review system. It starts with an
introduction page that gives background information on the project. Along with
this information, there is a link to an overview page. For each of the reviewed
Websites on the overview page, a screen shot, a title and URL, a description, level
of target learners and activities, and language skills aimed are provided. Then on
each of the review sites there are 15 different criteria-based ratings, an overall
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rating, a record of the number of reviewers, and additional comments from those
reviewers. For screen  displays, visit the project Web @ site:
http://www.usq.edu.au/users/sonjb/projects/web_reviews/.

Such an information-driven Web site is ideally suited to being dynamically
generated from records stored in a database. This allows separation of content
from formatting in the pages, meaning that changes to either are easier and less
prone to error. However, a disadvantage of such a solution is that ongoing
maintenance of the Web site requires knowledge of the programming language
and database structure used to generate it. The compromise solution used in this
case was to use scripting technologies during development (ASP pages generated
from a Microsoft Access database) and then deliver the generated pages.

The Web site uses a number of graphs to display information about the
reviewers’ ratings of each of the categories of each review. These ratings are on a
scale from 0 to 5. They are averaged from the scores of each of the reviewers and
rounded to one decimal place. This means that there are 50 different possible
graph lengths (0.0 to 5.0). Rather than generating an image file for each of these,
it was decided to display two images immediately side by side and adjust their
relative size properties. The two images used are single pixel gifs, so download
time could be kept as low as possible.

REVIEW OF THE SELECTED WEBSITES
By the time of writing this chapter, four reviewers have participated in the review

of the Web sites. Table 2 shows a summary of the review results presented on the
review page of each Web site.
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Table 2

Web Site Review Results

Site | Site | Site | Site | Site | Site | Site | Site | Site

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Purpose 38 | 48 | 42 | 38 | 38 | 38 | 48 | 38 | 4.2
Accuracy 4.5 4.8 4.2 4.5 4.2 4.5 4.8 4.5 4.2
Currency 4 4 4.2 3.8 4.8 4.5 45 3.2 3.8
Authority 38 | 38 | 45 | 38 | 3.2 5 5 25 | 3.2
Loading speed 45 | 42 | 45 | 32 | 32 | 42 | 42 | 3.2 4
Usefulness 3.8 4 42 | 4.2 4 38 | 48 | 32 | 42
Organization 3.5 3.2 4 3.5 2 3.8 4.2 3 3.5
Navigation 35 | 45 | 38 4 35 | 35 | 42 | 42 | 32
Reliability 45 | 32 | 38 | 4.2 4 42 | 48 | 42 | 4.2
Authenticity 3 38 | 35 | 35 | 35 | 35 | 42 | 32 | 38
Interactivity 3 3 42 | 3.8 4 4.2 4 35 | 4.2
Feedback 2.8 3 32 | 38 | 38 | 35 | 38 | 35 | 4.2
Multimedia 28 | 28 | 38 | 32 | 32 | 32 | 42 | 25 | 32
Communication | 2.2 2.8 4.5 25 4 5 4 2.8 3
Integration 3.8 4 4 3.8 3.5 3.5 4.2 3.5 4
Overall Rating 36 | 3.7 4 3.7 | 36 4 44 | 34 | 38

Note. Site 1: Activities for ESL Students (http://adesl.org/); Site 2: Advanced Composition for
Non-Native Speakers of English (http://www?204.pair.com/ebaack/ > http://www.eslbee.com/);
Site 3: English Club (http://www.englishclub.com/); Site 4: English Exercise Online
(http://lwww.smic.be/smic5022/); Site 5: English Forum (http://www.englishforum.com/); Site 6:
ESL Café (http://www.eslcafe.com/); Site 7: ESL Cyber Listening Lab (http://www.esl-lab.com/);
Site 8: Grammar Bytes! (http://www.chompchomp.com/); Site 9: Guide to Grammar and Writing
(http://ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/)

All reviewers were generally agreed that the content of the nine Web sites
was accurate although there were some differences in the degree of their
satisfaction. The full mark (5) was given to the authority of Site 6 and Site 7 and
communication aspects of Site 6 whereas the lowest averaged mark (2) was given
to the organization of Site 5. Except Site 7, they were uncertain or dissatisfied
with multimedia features of the selected Web sites. Overall, eight Web sites were
rated as “Good—Appropriate for use” (between 3.1 and 4.0) while one Web site
(i.e., Site 7) was rated as ‘Excellent—Highly recommended” (between 4.1 to 5.0).
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

In analysing and interpreting the review results, it is noted that a rating given to
each criterion is more meaningful than the overall rating. Also, the overall rating
of an evaluation checklist cannot be a definite measure of evaluation since each
item of the checklist has relative importance and is difficult to measure equally in
most cases. This implies that the results from any kind of checklist should not be
used as an absolute guideline for judging the effectiveness of a Web site. Instead,
they would provide a quick summary of user reaction, and can assist the evaluator
to come to a final decision.

Although a small number of teachers have participated in the review of the
Web sites at the initial stage, the results show the value of Web site evaluation
with a system in identifying strengths and weaknesses of a language learning Web
site. They indicate that the evaluation system can provide a useful source for
selecting and using Web sites. User responses to each evaluation criterion of the
system, importantly, would allow teachers to choose specially well-designed
Web-based activities or materials and use them in best places. Given that the
review results reported here are limited in terms of the number of reviewers, it is
planned that more teachers be invited for the evaluation of the Web sites through
an on-going project. The information to be provided further and regularly updated
on the project Web site will be of help to ESL/EFL teachers in the task of
selecting and evaluating Web sites in Web-based language learning environments.
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APPENDIX
Language Learning Website Review Form
Site Information
Title
URL

Target Audience

Language 0 Reading O Writing
Activities/Skills . . .
O Listening O Speaking
O Grammar O Vocabulary

O Other—Please specify:

Site Description
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Site Evaluation

1. Purpose: Is the purpose clear? Is the content in line with the purpose? Is the
Website appropriate for its targeted learner?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

2. Accuracy: Is the content accurate? Are spelling and grammar accurate?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

3. Currency: Is the Website current? Is the Website updated regularly?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory ~ Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

4. Authority: Is there information on the author? Is the author well-recognized for
his or her work?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

5. Loading speed: Does the Website download fast? Do the content pages download
efficiently?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

6. Usefulness: Does the Website provide useful information? Are the language
activities or tasks useful?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory
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7. Organization: Is the Website well organised and presented? Is the Website
interesting to look at and explore? Are screen displays effective?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory ~ Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

8. Navigation: Is the Website easy to navigate? Are on-screen instructions easy to
follow? Is it easy to retrieve information? Are hyperlinks given properly?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory ~ Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

9. Reliability: Is the Website free of bugs and breaks? Is the Website free of dead
links?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

10. Authenticity: Are the learning materials authentic? Are authentic materials
provided in appropriate contexts?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

11. Interactivity: Is the Website interactive? Are methods for user input effectively
employed?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

12. Feedback: Is feedback on learner responses encouraging? Is error handling
meaningful and helpful?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory
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13. Multimedia: Does the Website make effective use of graphics, sound and
colour? Is the level of audio quality, the scale of graphics or video display
appropriate for language learning?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

14. Communication: Can the user communicate with real people on-line through the
Web site? Is on-line help available?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory  Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

15. Integration: Can the learning materials be integrated into a curriculum? Does the
content fit with curricular goals?

Very Very
Unsatisfactory ~ Unsatisfactory Uncertain Satisfactory Satisfactory

Overall Rating

1 Very Poor (Not recommended at all)

2 Poor (Not appropriate)

3 Adequate (Acceptable with reservation)
4 Good (Appropriate for use)

5 Excellent (Highly recommended)

Additional Comments

Reviewer Date reviewed

Copyright © Jeong-Bae Son
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