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Abstract : 





This document describes the functional specification for LEVERAGE as a language learning system. The specification derives from a user needs analysis which leads to the selection of task-based language learning as an appropriate methodology for language learning in a networked environment. The user needs analysis and the pedagogical approach suggest a number of general requirements including the overall system architecture, facilities for asynchronous and synchronous communication and the provision of a resource base for the work on the task. The first task is discussed in detail followed by a brief statement about the evaluation policy used to validate the established functional specifications.
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Executive Summary :





This document describes the functional specification for LEVERAGE as a language learning system.  The specification derives from a user needs analysis which leads to the selection of task-based language learning as an appropriate methodology for language learning in a networked environment.  The user needs analysis and the pedagogical approach suggest a number of general requirements including the overall system architecture, facilities for asynchronous and synchronous communication and the provision of a resource base for the work on the task.  The first task is discussed in detail followed by a brief statement about the evaluation policy used to validate the established functional specifications.
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�
Introduction





This document describes the functional specification for the LEVERAGE language learning system. The specification derives from a user needs analysis which takes into account the general need for flexible language learning opportunities in a modern multi-lingual Europe and then establishes the specific language learning needs of the students at the three trial sites, University of Cambridge, Institute National de Télécommunication in Paris, and Universidad Politecnica de Madrid. 





Based on the user needs analysis a pedagogically coherent approach is chosen which provides the flexibility to integrate the different requirements and constraints of the three sites. Task-based language learning is explored as a principled approach to language learning in a networked learning environment.





The user needs analysis together with the task-based approach to language learning leads to a number of functional requirements for the system. These involve mainly the choice of an overall system architecture, the provision of synchronous and asynchronous communication facilities and the need for an appropriate resource base, including task-related audio and video materials.





From the general requirements the specifications for particular system modules are derived. These are not technical specifications but specifications from a pedagogical point of view outlining the functionality that is expected of each module and suggesting what kind of user interface would be appropriate for each module. These specifications form the basis for the technical specification and the implementation of the system.





The section on tasks briefly outlines the general principles guiding the selection of the tasks themselves and the material which supports all the task-related activities. The content of the first task is then elaborated in greater detail followed by a brief sketch of the tasks for the second and third rounds of trials. As part of the process of formative evaluation of  LEVERAGE  the specific details of the second and third task will only be determined after the students’ work with the previous task has been evaluated in detail.


Finally, the document outlines the general principles adopted to ensure that the system meets the requirements established. A process of formative evaluation will verify the system implementation against the original specification and also suggest ways of improving the efficacy of each module and/or the system as a whole. On the pedagogical level the evaluation process will have to establish if the initial assumption that a task-based approach suits a networked learning environment is born out by the way the students interact with each other and the system.





User Needs


General Needs


The general need for language skills is well established (Liston & Reeves 1995). Proficiency in several languages is no longer the domain of the specialist, the graduate in foreign language studies, but a necessary core skill for specialists in different commercial, technical and scientific fields. As a consequence, the acquisition of second language skills has become part of a variety of education and training curricula both inside and outside traditional educational institutions. Today, the acquisition of a second language often needs to be fitted into a wide variety of different study schemes with an increased need for flexibility and a greater emphasis on learner autonomy. The primary objective of many language learners today is not just to obtain a formal qualification but to acquire language skills that are immediately relevant to their current or future needs in their professional career. Moreover, many people need to acquire not just one second language (Hagen 1993) but a third or fourth while they are following a professional career.





This new demand for additional language learning opportunities is difficult to fulfil relying on traditional means of language learning alone. The new language learner will often have to fit any learning time into a busy professional life or a demanding study scheme. Access to other learners, learning resources, teachers, advisers and native speakers becomes increasingly difficult to organise and potentially very costly. A possible answer to this problem is the use of computer networks to provide additional communication channels. With the advent of broadband networks it is becoming feasible to distribute multi-media resources to geographically remote sites and, thus, make them accessible to the learner at a time and place of his or her own choosing. However, access to video, audio and text resources is not really enough for effective language learning. The student needs access to other human beings as well, be they fellow learners, teachers, advisers and, importantly, sympathetic native speakers of the target language. Here, means of both synchronous and asynchronous communications can help. E-mail and news groups have already been explored for quite some time but video-conferencing and window sharing now allow for new forms of synchronous communication that can help to overcome the isolation of the language learner at a remote location. Of course, all these facilities are initially only tools that have to be integrated into a pedagogically convincing concept. Amongst the issues are questions like: how to integrate learners at different levels, how to get the learner to interact with native speakers (who themselves might be a language learners), how to structure the learners activities over a network, how to avoid drowning the learner in a sea of resources, what is the role of the teacher and adviser in a network-based learning environment, how to organise the communication infrastructure and so on. No single project can address all these questions in a totally generic way. LEVERAGE therefore has to narrow the range of  its users to a small subset of the potential user community for network-based language learning while still reflecting the general basic needs. The design, implementation and evaluation of the system ought to provide interesting results for network-based language learning in general. 





The general needs sketched above can be summarised as follows:





a broad-band network infrastructure is required which supports





synchronous communication with other learners, teachers and native speakers





asynchronous communication to supplement synchronous communication





access to multi-media resources (video, audio, text and so on)





a pedagogical approach that integrates the various elements into a coherent whole.





The next three section looks at the users and their specific needs at the three sites involved in the LEVERAGE trials. A final section then tries to bring these needs together and lay the basis for the design of the LEVERAGE system.


Local Needs


All three sites are established academic communities and the intended users of the system are all full-time students at these institutions. For all students studying a foreign language is a more or less integral part of their degree course, but no user takes the foreign language as his or her main subject. In this respect, the user community reflects fairly well the needs of the ‘new’ language learner mentioned above.


University of Cambridge


The students taking part in the trials will be drawn from the Engineering Department of the  University of Cambridge. There are approximately 120 students learning French or German in the Language Unit (LU) of the Engineering Department. The Language Programme for Engineers (LPE) introduced in October 1993 has been devised to be partly taught and partly self-taught. It comprises the 2-year Programme, the 3rd Year Project and the 4th Year Module. Within the LPE French and German are offered as an option to 1st and 2nd Year students in the 2-year programme. In Years 3 and 4 languages are integrated within Part II of the Engineering Tripos. Students can opt to do a European Project and/or a European Module. They are assessed by the Department along the same criteria as their engineering subjects. There are two full-time lecturers in the LU (one in French, one in German) and 10 part-time lecturers across the LPE teaching under the academic leadership of the Senior Language Adviser of the Language Centre. The teaching staff is made up of language specialists and of French-speaking/German-speaking engineers. Contact time varies greatly within the Language Programme. For the 2-year programme contact time is 2 hours a week over 14 weeks with 2 hours of self-study also over 14 weeks (56 hours per year). The 3rd Year Project represents 20 hours of study over 4 weeks (80 hours in total). And the 4th Year Module has 2 hours of contact time over 8 weeks (16 hours in total). The staff-student ratio is about 1 to 15 in the 2-year programme and 1 to 5 in the 3rd Year Project and 4th Year Module.





The educational ethos at Cambridge has always been to develop graduates who can think and work independently. Within the Language Centre and in the Cambridge University Engineering Department (CUED) Language Unit this ethos is reflected in the structure set up to support learners’ language learning and help develop learner autonomy through the development of learner-centred systems which exploit technology for language learning and teaching. The essence of the Language Centre’s philosophy is to equip graduates with the basis of bi-lingualism and bi-culturalism so that they have an understanding of the nature of language as a communication tool and of language learning as a formative process. The Language Programme for Engineers states in its aims for the 2-year programme that the general guiding principle of the Language Programme is to make learners better equipped for learning languages for life. A similar statement applies to the 3rd Year Project and the 4th Year Module which also emphasise the importance of learning languages for work and life and of developing learner autonomy so that learners can be faced with new challenges, new areas of knowledge and new learning needs.  In the guiding principles of the 3rd Year Project and 4th Year Module it is stated that the learning of French and German is anchored on four principles:





Task-based, to reflect realities of current language use





Skill integration, to operate efficiently as in real life





Language integration, to achieve greatest degree of realism and authenticity





Cultural awareness, to operate successfully linguistically and socially 





The trials will be integrated within the LPE in two ways. Either within the 2-Year programme as part of their teaching programme or prior to the 3rd Year Project in preparation for their project as described above. The major contribution LEVERAGE is expected to make is in providing students with structured opportunities to collaborate on a particular task with native speakers of the target language. In this sense the system is a natural extension to the services the Language Unit already offers.


Institut National de Télécommunications


The Institut National de Télécommunications (INT) is a French “Grande École” which provides degree programmes for future telecommunications engineers and managers. Within this context, the principle objective of the foreign language programme at INT is to prepare students to communicate effectively in a foreign language in a variety of professional situations. The programme aims to develop both oral and written skills as well as providing  insight into foreign cultures.





The general learning environment at INT is characterised by a high teacher/student ratio and an overriding training objective to create a spirit of professional solidarity among the student body. Most of the course work is time-tabled, carried out in small groups (20 to 30 students) with students often working in pairs to complete projects.





In view of the language goals mentioned above and the general learning environment, courses offered by the foreign language department are designed to take into consideration the personal needs of each individual learner and to provide a coherent learning acquisition programme which will cover a period of two to three years. The programme encompasses language courses and student internships carried out abroad, as well as course work and projects done in scientific subjects. A core staff of senior language teachers working in close collaboration among themselves and with faculty members in the scientific departments defines the curriculum. Language courses cover a broad spectrum of student needs and interests. They range from basic general language courses focusing on the acquisition of the four skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing), courses which aim to develop professional English, to cultural theme-based courses which aim to help students bridge the culture gap.





Language classes bring together students from the Engineering School and the School of Management giving them an extra dimension of cultural diversity. All members of the foreign language faculty are professional linguists or pedagogues and native speakers of the language they teach.





Students are tested with a local exam at entry and at the beginning of each academic year. The purpose of the exam is to identify linguistic strengths and weaknesses. 





Students and faculty members have at their disposal a campus library, the Language Resource Centre, language laboratories and audio-visual rooms. In keeping with its vocation, INT is naturally an environment rich in electronic communications and information systems, local area networks,  access to the Internet, tele-teaching laboratories and classrooms. 





Students and teachers use these resources as needed for the specific objectives of their courses: oral skills, writing skills, theme base projects. Multi-skilled-based course book materials are used for low level groups. The majority of classes, addressing  higher level students, are designed by individual teachers. These materials are preferred by most high level students as compared to “off-the-shelf” specific purposes materials. 





There are between 10 to 24 students per group in language classes, depending on level and objectives for the course.  Students are divided into work groups according to their language needs and choice of theme. There are 4.5 hours of language class scheduled each week (3 * 1.5 hours, scheduled in regular weekly slots), 3 hours for English, and 1.5 hours for a second language, for those having a sufficient level in English. The majority of students follow 3 different 30-hour "theme" classes in English which extend over a period of about 10 weeks and  two 25-hour second language courses. 





The third year is divided into two semesters. Students are out on an internship during one and follow a specialised "option" at INT during the other. In the third year students are required to do a research paper in English which deals with a professional topic and is carried out under the guidance of an English teacher and a scientific teacher.





Students carry out internships between the first and second year, and the second and third year. The length of the internship varies from two months to six months. Students are required to carry out one of these internships in a foreign country and are asked to write a report in the language of the country visited on their return.





The majority of language acquisition is done in the classroom. Teachers create theme-based materials and animate a variety of interactive activities during class : role-play, simulations, student presentations, teamwork, etc. Students are given homework assignments which require time equal to class time for completion. The role of the teacher is very important. S/he proposes themes which are of a personal interest for which s/he makes a large personal investment in gathering and constructing resources. In this way, teachers are able to generate a maximum amount of enthusiasm into the interactive teaching/learning process.





A variety of self-access materials are made available to the population at large on the INT campus. The learners who use these facilities are most often students or faculty members who do not have regularly scheduled language classes, students who are preparing for a special exam (TOEFL, GRE), students who, for personal reasons, have difficulty attending classes regularly or students with a low level of English.





Because of the special learning environment which makes it possible to give a great deal of individual attention to learners, the language faculty makes a concerted effort to adapt learning methodology to the diversity of learner profiles. Some students prefer group work, others autonomy. Certain learning objectives which imply learning a body of "knowledge" lend themselves to autonomy. Other objectives which imply "knowing how-to" are best acquired in a group situation. 





The Department of Languages and Humanities employs one full-time language teacher, three full-time teachers in the Humanities, 40 part-time language teachers, and four full-time administrative staff, including the department head. 





The integration of the Leverage paradigm is a logical progression in integrating state-of-the-art learning technologies into the language programme. Language classes have already integrated video, audio, Internet and visio-conference support materials. Self-access materials have already been made available to students on paper, on-line, in the language lab and on multimedia workstations. All students must carry out an internship or summer job abroad for at least two months. Teachers are already accompanying learners to personalise their language acquisition programme. Leverage will make it possible to integrate all of these supports into a one-point-access multi-resource learning environment.





Universidad Politecnica de Madrid: ETSIT (Escuela Técnica Superior de Ingenieros de Telecomunicación)





The ‘Universidad Politecnica de Madrid’ (UPM) is made up of 19 Technical Schools, in which English as a second language forms part of the curriculum. However, every School is free to decide the terms on which they want the foreign language to be considered in the curriculum, either as a compulsory subject, an optional subject or as one of their electives. There is one department, called Department of Applied Linguistics, which brings together all the staff from the different engineering schools. The syllabuses in all schools are focused on English for Science and Technology, oriented towards the specific field of each School.





There are currently two curricula, the older 64-M2 curriculum which is being replaced by the new 94 curriculum. In the 94 curriculum, English is a compulsory subject, given in the second and third year of a five year degree. Each of these two English courses lasts a four-month academic term, which yields about 30 hours of formal instruction per course. The class meets for two hours once a week. In addition to the formal class hours, students are expected to carry out a considerable amount of work in their own time.





Students choose a number of electives based on modules. These encompass activities like the following: writing letters and CVs, oral presentations, technical and semi-technical terms, professional writing in English and so on.





Selection for entry at ETSIT is very strict, but, as regards English, the students' level of proficiency varies a lot. Most of the students have studied English for six to 10 years at secondary school, some of them have spent some time studying in private schools either in Spain or in Great Britain or USA, whereas others have studied French. As a result, the groups competence ranges from false beginners to advanced.





Due to the current overlap of the two curricula, the number of students per classroom is very high, ranging from 50 to 80 students. However, in two years' time the groups will have been reduced by half, with a consequent improvement in the teaching/learning situation.





Consequently, the two main constraints on the classroom groups are the large number of students per classroom, and their uneven level of English.





The English syllabus is based on the identification of students' needs. Their main need as students of the ETSIT is to be able to read their set textbooks in English and the main concern of the academic authorities is to ensure that the students meet their academic requirements adequately. 





Their long-term needs as telecommunication engineers are different; they will have to be able to perform well in the four skills: reading, writing, listening and speaking, so the overall objective is to develop communication skills so that students can process information through the medium of English.





The syllabus consists of units based on topics related to their field of studies, which are organised on a modular basis. Within the topic, it is feasible to combine the different linguistic skills. So the initial activity might be a reading text on Satellite Communications, which might be completed with a viewing of a video tape on that topic and writing a summary.





The number of students per classroom has led  to an emphasis on the importance of group work. Group work and group discussion, together with peer correction, plays a fundamental role in the management of the classroom. In addition, the students with more difficulties are encouraged to identify some of their most significant problems and work on them individually. The role of the teacher is to provide linguistic input, to offer guidance while the students are working together, to answer the questions and sort out the difficulties they may have. Tutorials are also very important.





Due to the limited classroom time available, students are encouraged to find additional chances to practice the language, and for that purpose, they have to search for listening activities outside the classroom.





Emphasis is placed on the integration of the different skills. One way to present new information is to embed it in a reading or listening passage so that the student is led to an understanding of the new learning point while processing an oral or written text.





Students have to pass an end-of-session exam, which accounts for 70 per cent of the final mark. Completion of homework assignments, attendance and participation in classroom activities accounts for the remaining 30 per cent. In the final exam, the rhetorical and the linguistic contents are tested, together with their ability to use them through the  topics dealt with in the classroom. The results are very encouraging because even students with a low level of English can perform well in the exam. At the end of the course an evaluation questionnaire is given to the students and their reactions are usually very positive, with a considerable increase in their motivation to continue learning English.





The Leverage approach fits very appropriately into the ETSIT approach because both of them involve activities in which the four language skills are integrated: reading, writing, listening and speaking.





It has to be remembered that Spain is basically a monolingual and monocultural society, where English is a foreign language rather than a second language. Consequently, one of the main concerns is to encourage students to use the language outside the classroom. This is not an easy task as one of the things that students lack most is the opportunity of using English for real communication outside the classroom rather than carrying out tasks for their English course.





Accordingly, Leverage ought to provide a natural context for the students to use the target language communicatively and to stimulate interaction. At the same time it should also provide the students with opportunities to make human contact with students abroad in English and French, which is always a valuable experience and has a very positive effect on the students' motivation to learn.





For the first trial, a group of students with a high intermediate and advanced level of English will be chosen, and the Leverage work will be part of their English course requirements. For the second and third trials, it is foreseen that these will be considered as electives and the students will receive credit points for them.


Synthesis


The initial users of the system represent a significant subsection of the new language learning population discussed above. They are university students studying for a professional career in various scientific and engineering fields. There is a perceived need for these students to be able to work in two or more languages. Their professional career is likely to involve them in European and international projects where second language skills are essential. At the same time, any acquisition of foreign languages has to be integrated into a demanding scheme of study which imposes a serious constraint on the amount of time available for language acquisition. It is, therefore, very important that this time is used in the most effective and efficient way possible.





Despite the similarity of the learners at the three sites there are also significant differences which realistically model the diverse learner population of the future. The learners vary in their previous knowledge as well as in their cultural and educational backgrounds. The system, thus, has to be flexible enough to encourage the collaboration of students with diverse backgrounds and it must provide for ease of integration into the local foreign language learning curricula.





This leads to two general requirements:





The system should concentrate on enabling natural native/non-native interaction, particularly involving oral communication.





The system must be open and flexible enough to be integrated into different local curricula.





The first requirement suggests task-based, collaborative language learning as the primary approach. Groups of students comprising native speakers of both languages are expected to collaborate on a joint task. The task has to be set in such a way that its successful completion requires intensive interaction between the participants. Each learner has to function as a native and as a non/native speaker, the somewhat artificial divide into the student as the non-native speaker and the tutor as the native speaker is thus replaced by the more realistic situation of different native speakers having to interact with each other on more equal terms. 





The joint task has to provide the rationale for the learners to collaborate and the system must provide the means and resources to sustain this collaboration over an extended period of time. In order to achieve this the system must supply text, audio and visual material for the learners to work with while completing the task. This material has to be structured and made available in a way appropriate to the task set.





Given the specific constraints of the three sites involved in the user trials the task will run for between four and six weeks and involve the collaboration of four to six students per group with four to five groups active over the same time period.





Clearly the completion of a collaborative task over a four to six week period is in itself not sufficient to obtain the required proficiency in the foreign language. It provides a very important element in the language acquisition process - motivated interaction with native speakers and, particularly, opportunities for oral communication - but it will have to be integrated into the wider domain of local language learning provisions. To this end it needs to be open and flexible. It will have to offer opportunities for practising the four core skills, speaking, listening, reading and writing, with the main but not exclusive emphasis on the first two. The materials and tools provided for practising these skills must be flexible, so that they can be extended locally and used for additional practise outside the specific task itself.��


We can characterise the primary needs of the student end-user as follows:





Interaction with native speakers of the foreign language offering opportunities to: 





negotiate meaning


collaborate on information gap filling


practise speaking


practise listening


practise reading


practise writing





Provision of an environment which motivates and sustains the interaction over an extended period of time.





Access to textual, audio and visual resources that support the work on the task and provide opportunities to  practise the skills mentioned under A.





Integration of the language learning into the main study schemes respecting the constraints imposed by these schemes in terms of time and effort.





Below we will argue that task-based collaborative language learning involving a broadband communication network offers a way to address these needs. We will also identify the specific requirements that such a system needs to fulfil in order to satisfy the user needs.





Tasked-based Language Learning in a Networked Environment





This section discusses the use of task-based collaborative language learning and the general requirements that are consequent on the choice of this approach.





The concept of task is playing an increasingly important role in recent second language learning pedagogy and in second language learning research (Crookes & Gass 1993a, 1993b). Task-based language learning is built on the assumption that languages are best acquired through analysis, that is ‘language is learned as a whole act rather than an assemblage of constituent skills’ (Newmark 1966). It belongs in the same paradigm as procedural and process syllabuses (Prahbu 1984, 1987; Breen 1987; Candlin 1987). Although a number of different interpretations of the concept of task have been provided, we follow Long (1985) in that we see the task as a conceptually coherent and independent activity which forms a complete whole. Grammatical patterns, notions, functions and other structural units which are treated as building blocks are not tasks. Tasks are characterised by the fact that they are goal-oriented and bounded activities. They have a discreet starting point and a definite end. They are conceptual units, sets of activities aimed at the accomplishment of a specific and explicitly specified goal. The goal that has the focus determines what, at any moment, constitutes the task and what is considered a sub-task or activity within the context of the main task. 





To foster language learning the emphasis will naturally lay on tasks which involve a high level of interaction and are aimed at some essentially communicative goal (Pica, Kanagy & Falodun, 1993). Five steps can be identified in the selection of appropriate tasks (Long 1985).


Identification of learner needs in the form of relevant tasks


Identification of task types


Development of pedagogical tasks


Organisation of language acquisition opportunities


Measuring of student achievements (evaluation)





Tasks offer the structural framework around which the various language acquisition opportunities are grouped, including various forms of comprehension and production. The role of the project is to define appropriate tasks and to ensure that the learners are provided with all the sources (textual, graphic, audio and visual material and individual and pair-group work opportunities) and the support that they need.





The students users in Leverage form a fairly heterogeneous group, they have different language learning experiences and expectations, they will co-operate for a limited period of time only and they may or may not continue with other language learning activities concurrent with their involvement with Leverage. This makes it impossible to integrate Leverage closely into the various different local language programs or to design a separate and independent ‘Leverage syllabus’. The only feasible way, given the external constraints, seems to select an analytic, task-based and semi-autonomous approach. The task becomes the main structuring device responsible for the overall coherence of the Leverage language learning programme.


For each trial Leverage needs to provide a large scale task which divides into a number of clearly identified sub-tasks. The sequencing and integration of the sub-tasks has to be carried out at design time. The overall integration, in particular the sequencing of sub-tasks is provided by a larger main-task, the completion of which extends over a period of four to six weeks. This approach allows us to specify the technical requirements and to assemble the task-supporting resources in advance. From the point of view of the design and implementation of the Leverage system this is a considerable advantage, although we should not lose sight of some of the inherent drawbacks. With a remote network-based system the students are expected to work semi-autonomously. It is therefore important that the system provides as much support and flexibility as possible. This must include access to advisers as well as enabling the pedagogical support to adjust the system while it is running, for example by providing students with additional information, adding or changing resources and, if necessary, adjusting the main task. 





Overall then, a large scale task which divides into a broad range of well chosen sub-tasks provides a coherent approach. This approach gives rise to a number of general requirements which the system must meet:





A means of presenting the overall task to the student and indicating the required sub-tasks


The provision of user-support which also includes an element of user monitoring


A communicative infrastructure that allows students to collaborate from remote locations


The provision of resources supporting the task completion





The following sections will look at these requirements in greater details and evaluate how they reflect the student needs.


Functional Requirements


The general requirements can be subdivided into four groups:


 the overall system including user administration, task support and material preparation,


 facilities for synchronous communication,


 asynchronous communication, and


 the provision of resources.


Overall System


A network-based learning system needs to provide a general infrastructure around which the various specific services can be arranged. To support the complex and varied user interactions implied by a collaborative task-based approach to language learning suggests the need for a range of different modules which provide some of the functionality required to complete the task. The integration of these modules into a coherent and cohesive whole then becomes a major concern for the design of the overall system. The user requires an intuitive interface which is reasonably consistent across the various modules. Little training should be needed to make use of all the system’s functionality. There should be a general entry point to the system and the user should have no difficulty in navigating between the various resources and functional modules. A hypermedia structure providing explicit links between the various multimedia documents and other services seems, in principle, to offer an acceptable solution.


User Administration


Intensive student interaction on a collaborative task suggests a relatively small group of users working on each particular task. A group of four to six, comprised of two or three speakers of each of the two languages involved, appears to be a good and manageable size. In order to establish the necessary rapport between the participants, the group should continue to work together throughout the duration of the task. The number of groups working concurrently is not limited by any pedagogical considerations since each group works quite independently. Any constraints on the number of groups will depend on the pedagogical support available and the technical limitations of the system. For the user trials a set of 4 groups working concurrently seems a reasonable basis.





It is important that the system should not only treat individual users as entities but also groups. That is, users should have group memberships, there should be a workspace accessible to all members of a particular group allocated, and it should be possible to store information about groups as well as individual users. 





Groups should be set-up and managed by the system administrator on the advice of the pedagogical staff at each site. They should persist throughout the task duration.





Task Support


To enable students to work effectively on their task a layered support system is required. Students should be provided with clear guidelines on what the task involves (the task goal) and the resources that are available to them. This information should be available on-line and at all times. This support should be built into the hypermedia structure of the system. On-line support should be available at the level of the global task as well as for identified sub-tasks. This kind of support is primarily of a pedagogical nature, it helps students to decide what to do and how to do it. In addition the user must be able to get help with each application. This form of help must describe the functionality of the application. It could be set off from the pedagogical help by using a different help system (for example, standard Windows help files), while the pedagogical support is provided as part of the hypermedia structure.





On-line support can, of course, not completely replace direct human support. To this end the users should have access to advisers both asynchronously using e-mail and synchronously using video-conferencing (possibly time-tabled in some way).


Material Preparation


The completion of the task implies access to a large number of different resources, text, audio and visual material. This material needs to be prepared and integrated into the hypermedia structure. To this end the information providers, normally the pedagogical support staff at the sites involved, must have the tools needed to prepare the material and make it available. Likely tools include hypertext editing tools, digitising facilities for audio and video and so on. Some of these tools might also be useful for the student users, for example if their task goal includes the preparation of some hypertext documents.





Synchronous Communication


Video-conferencing


Face to face interaction with co-operative native speakers has a major role to play in intermediate to advanced second language acquisition. Such interaction offers the opportunity to engage in real-time communication in the foreign language encompassing a wide range of skills in language production and reception. It is at this stage that relevant cognitive processes become internalised.





Apart from the  main advantages of direct interaction with native speakers, the negotiation of meaning, other opportunities arise. Amongst them the chance to practise pronunciation with immediate communicative feedback (non-tutorial feedback), to meet a range of socio- and ideolects outside the usually narrow text book range and, in the particular case of bilingual groups, the chance to negotiate the language of interaction and to reflect on that choice.





Video-conferencing comes of course closest to real face-to-face interaction. It is, therefore, a primary requirement for networked-based language learning systems like LEVERAGE. The set-up of collaborative groups of four to six students implies that ideally the group should be able to communicate as a whole via video-conferencing. Each participant should be able to see and hear all the other participants. It is in the nature of small scale collaborative group work that the video-conferencing sessions should not be managed - but that each of the participants should be able to intervene in the discussion at will; there should be no need for a moderator with overall control. 





To achieve the benefits of face-to-face interaction outlined above it is necessary that the video-conferencing system is of very high quality. Sound and picture must be perfectly synchronised. During comprehension listeners make use of a wide range of contextual clues, amongst them facial expressions, body movements and so on. If visual and sound information are out of step this is no longer possible. Visual clues then become a distraction rather than a help. Similarly, the observation of the speaker’s lip movements can play a crucial role in the identification of new terms. Such observations can help the learner in the segmentation, analysis and eventually the productive reconstruction of new and or difficult terms.


For all these reasons the quality of the video-conferencing is more important than the quantity. It is better to have fewer participants in high quality sessions rather than many participants with low quality communication links.





A secondary use of video-conferencing is the provision of a lecture-type one to many set-up, where only one speaker can be seen by all the other participants and where any interaction is controlled by a moderator who controls access to the active node. This form of video-conferencing, while generally very interesting, falls somewhat outside small group task-based learning and its requirements.


Data-conferencing


Video-conferencing is of course not the only form of synchronous communication in network-based learning environments. The opportunity to exchange textual and pictorial information, usually in parallel with a visual link, can improve the communication bandwidth even further. For language learning the implementation details are not critical. A non-editable, shared document window with an appropriate pointing device and a facility to create annotations should suffice. The two main features would be the ease of use and an ability to save the information begin exchanged for later reference. There is no urgent or obvious need for document sharing in the sense of all participants actually editing one and the same document concurrently.





Asynchronous Communication


Asynchronous communications fulfils a dual function: it is an important part of the infrastructure and, at the same time, fulfils a particular pedagogical function. Although the main rationale of broadband networked-based language learning is the immediate (synchronous) access to other learners (and advisers) and learning materials at remote locations, this mode of work needs to be supported by a way of exchanging information asynchronously. Collaborative working sessions need to be arranged, messages and other information need to be exchanged between the members of a working group and a mode of informal exchange with the whole of the student population would be desirable. E-mail seems to be a simple and straight forward way of exchanging information between individual users and amongst the task group as a whole. To enable a general and informal exchange of ideas amongst the wider student population a simple conferencing system on the lines of a threaded news reader should suffice.





Apart from its role as part of the infrastructure, asynchronous communication can at the same time also fulfil an important pedagogical function. The time gap involved in asynchronous communication allows for much greater reflection on the communicative process. Where the immediateness of synchronous communication fosters the internalisation of linguistic processes, the latency involved in asynchronous communication allows for the development of explicit meta-linguistic strategies and a high degree of reflection on the communicative act the learner is about to engage in. There is good reason to believe that some of the cognitive strategies and procedures developed in this process will feed back into synchronous communication as well and thus enhance language proficiency in general (see Warschauer).





Resources


To enable students to co-operate effectively the system provides a wide range of resources. These resources fulfil a number of functions. Principally, they form the material basis for the work on the task. They provide background information, opportunities for discussion, input to learner produced materials and general opportunities for comprehension, editing and material reuse. It would be wrong to view resources simply as input for individual learners. On the contrary, one of the main functions of all resources available is to form a basis for discussion with other native speakers; their main purpose is to offer opportunities to clarify and negotiate meaning between different native speakers while looking at the source material.





In order to ensure coherence and effective co-operation the system provides all the resources necessary to successfully complete the task. Additional resources can of course be used but it must be possible to complete the task simply on the basis of the material available on the system. The resources fall into four categories: video, audio, text and graphics.


Video


Video material helps students to integrate linguistic comprehension and visual clues. 


It enables students to link linguistic constructs with images and visual concepts which would otherwise remain abstract. 





The visual dimension provides context and enables the viewer to identify often implicit social and cultural elements which play an important part in the communicative process. Pragmatically successful communication in the foreign language implies the understanding of such non visual clues in social and professional interactions. 





As a basis for learner interaction there will be a considerable number of relatively short video clips rather than any very long ones. The user must be able to review the material by pausing the replay, moving backwards and forwards through the video and stopping the replay. For some, but not necessarily all, video clips a transcript or explanatory document will be available. The existence of such a document must be made obvious to the user and it must be easily accessible while simultaneously watching the video.


Audio


Audio materials primarily provide opportunities to practise listening comprehension and pronunciation. The absence of associated visual input helps to focus on the spoken word, to improve the ability to segment and chunk the foreign language input. This material also provides important examples of various skills for the learner to imitate and reuse in her own production. The control facilities for the user should be the same as for the video replay. All audio-only material will have transcripts available which will be accessible on demand (but not visible by default).


Graphics


Graphic information fulfils primarily an illustrative purpose. It includes text scanned in as graphics to preserve the original layout and visual impact of the document. This plays an important role in acquainting students with forms and other highly format-sensitive document types. Again, the main function of such documents is to provide a basis for discussion between native speakers and to generate potential information gaps which require the co-operation of a native speaker to be overcome.


Text


Textual material will be used in a number of different forms and roles. Most of the meta-information that is provided to support the work on the task will consist of HTML documents. The links in and between these documents offers the required navigational facilities. 





Other textual resources offer information on the task topic and will appear in different formats, mainly straight ASCII text, HTML files and other common document formats (e.g. Word 6). For each document format the system will have to provide an appropriate viewer and in most cases also an editor. The main difference between text material and other materials is the likelihood that they will be reused by students in their document production (mainly by cutting and pasting pieces of texts into their own documents).


Support Exercises


Support exercises play an auxiliary role only. They are associated with other resources (video, audio, graphic, text) and intended to help users to make the most of these resources. Most exercises will be of the True/False, Multiple-Choice and Gap-Filling types and test the user’s understanding of the information contained in the associated resources. 


Tools


To make productive use of the resources available and to prepare documents required by the task, students must have access to a range of document editing tools, including HTML editors and word processors.


The pedagogical staff involved in the preparation of the resources will need access to a wider range of editing tools, including tools for handling graphics, audio and video data and integrating it into the hypermedia data structure.


It is assumed that the production of audio and video files will be done off-line.





Modules and Specifications


The requirements discussed above give rise to a number of system modules. These are now discussed in greater detail but still from a primarily pedagogical point of view.


Umbrella application 


An umbrella application will be used to provide a coherent user interface. Its main function is to offer a simple way to present the task together with the associated resources and communication facilities. From a pedagogical point of view it is important that the user can concentrate from the outset on the task at hand and that he or she needs to spend as little time as possible on learning how to use and navigate the system. The technical difficulties in presenting information in different types of media and to integrate functionally disparate modules should be hidden from the user. For the user the system should appear transparent and its use ought to be as intuitive as possible. A hypermedia browser with access to additional modules fulfils this requirement.





�


Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �1�:  Entry Point





The above screen shot illustrates the idea of a common entry point to the system and the access it offers to a range of additional modules, including video-conferencing, a glossary and so on. The screen shot below shows the initial screen describing the task and providing links to further resources. Note the toolbar, a replication of which will be on each screen to supply a consistent and coherent interface.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �2�:  Task Screen





The use of an existing web browser (for example Netscape or Mosaic) seems to offer a number of advantages:





Most end users will be familiar with the application, its interface and its functionality





HTML offers a reasonably straightforward way to present documents in a structured way, more sophisticated design and formatting choices are now available





The pedagogical teams either have some experience in preparing web documents and administering web servers or they have access to the relevant experience





Most web browsers allow the integration of other modules in the form of helper applications and plug-ins, so the system is extendible while maintaining an impression of unity and coherence





As new software modules become available they can be easily integrated into the system to take advantage of new features and facilities


Using web technology allows for the implementation of a generic system architecture which can easily be adapted to different systems with different specific constraints (for example in terms of the bandwidth and memory available)





The main drawback of using existing web technology for the umbrella application is the constraints that any particular browser/server combination imposes on the system (e.g. support for and reliance on HTML extensions). However, the familiarity and ease of use from the student users point of view and the flexibility and extendibility from the pedagogical providers point of view seem to outweigh these disadvantages.





Video-conferencing module 


The video-conferencing module plays a central role in the system. The major rationale of a high bandwidth network-based language learning system is its ability to allow students to communicate face-to-face from remote locations. It provides the essential native, non-native speaker interaction in the context of a collaborative task. There are two aspects to the video conferencing module: the quality of the video link and the integration into the rest of the system.





The highest priority must be given to the quality of the link. Other issues, like the number of concurrent connections, session control and so on are important but secondary to the quality issue. For effective language learning to take place sound and video must be perfectly synchronous. Facial expression and in particular lip movement play a crucial role in processing input from another speaker. Facial expressions offer contextual clues reinforcing the meaning of the message or adding to it. Observing the lip movements helps in segmenting the input and in the reproduction of the target language utterance either through concurrent silent practise or later overt mimicking.





Since the collaborative task is based on four students working together, video-conferencing sessions are likely to have four members. Ideally, all four members will be visible on the screen. If that degrades the visual image or the video/audio synchronisation to any great extent it must be possible to switch to the current speaker alone to restore the required quality.





To support true collaborative working it is desirable that all participants in the conference are of equal status and can intervene in the discussion at any time. This resembles most closely a real collaborative meeting.





Alternatively, a token passing system with a moderator could be envisaged. In this case only the speaker would be visible at each station and a request to speak would be passed to the moderator who could move the ‘active window’ to the next speaker. It is conceivable that the role of the moderator would move with the active speaker. Both these options have some serious drawbacks. With the single moderator the status of equality amongst the participants is lost. If on the other hand the conference is controlled by the current speaker there is a risk of one individual ‘hogging’ the system at the expense of others. For these reasons a moderated video-conferencing system should only be considered if it is the only way to ensure the required quality.





The second important aspect of the video-conferencing module is its integration into the system as a whole. It should be accessible with minimum effort and it should allow other activities on the local machine to run concurrently (within reason). Specifically, the participants in the conference should be able to navigate and watch the task resources at the same time, including videos. After all, these resources might well be the topic of the conference.





Outside the collaborative group work video conferencing might also be used in a more lecture type style with one main speaker and a larger number of listeners/viewers. The different nature of this kind of interaction makes it much more amenable to moderated video-conferencing. This is however very much a second option and should only be implemented after the video-conferencing system fulfils its primary function satisfactorily.





To summarise, the video-conferencing system should supply high quality, concurrent video-conferencing between four and ideally up to six participants. The quality issue and in particular the synchronisation of the audio and video output are the overriding factor.


Data conferencing


Data conferencing encompasses all forms of synchronous communication which are not based on video or audio channels. Its main purpose is to enable learners to work together on a document. The focus here is not so much on the outcome of that collaboration, that is the document produced, which is of course not unimportant, but on the collaborative process itself and the opportunities it offers for verbal communication and interaction. It should, therefore, be assumed that most or all of the data-conferencing will happen in parallel with video-conferencing.





The simplest way of data-conferencing is some form of text-talk application. Each student has one window in which s/he writes and another window in which the output from his or her partners appears. The ability to cut and paste from both windows to other applications would be useful as would a facility to capture the input to a file for later review.





The concept of text-talk could be extended to other data types rather then just text. The need for such an extension is however not very pressing. Students will share a common file space and they can always store documents in that space for their partners to view with the appropriate application. This will require some co-ordination on the students’ part. This is however not necessarily a drawback because it will quite naturally provide a valid reason for the students to interact. It will force them to explain what they are doing and to plan their collaboration verbally. The overall aim of the system is to offer opportunities for native speaker/non-native speaker communication and the introduction of some slight complexity into document sharing might help that process.





An interesting form of data-conferencing is offered by a shared, non-editable window in which various document types can be displayed. Users have access to a pointing device and can annotate the document. Pointer and annotations are visible to all participants. The annotations are however not part of the underlying document, they are simply superimposed over the document in the display window. A facility to save the document together with the annotations would be an interesting but not an essential addition.





E-Mail


E-mail has a dual function in the Leverage system. It is an important part of the pedagogical strategy but also provides some infrastructure functionality. 





Although the main emphasis is on synchronous, face-to-face communication, asynchronous communication plays an important secondary role. The element of latency offers an important opportunity for students to not only use language but also to reflect on its use. 





Communication strategies can be planned in advance in considerable detail. The utterances produced can be reviewed and changed before they are communicated to the partner. This time delay enables students to become aware of high level discourse strategies and develop a greater sophistication in handling the social and cultural subtexts of communication. Where the immediacy of synchronous communication can easily prevent the user from producing the syntactically and pragmatically sophisticated response he might intend, asynchronous communication allows the student to consult additional resources that can provide him with advice and examples of appropriate linguistic structures. Synchronous communication with its emphasis on entrenching automatised linguistic and cognitive processes and asynchronous communication with its opportunity for explicit planning and revision in the linguistic process are thus complementary.





In addition, e-mail will be the main way for students to organise their work and arrange their video-conferencing sessions. This is particularly important for cases when the synchronous communication link cannot be established or when it fails unexpectedly. In such a situation it is important that e-mail offers an easy way to re-establish the connection and to keep the co-operative process going.





For Leverage a straightforward electronic mail system, which allows the members of each group to communicate with each other and the adviser, will suffice. Since in their collaborative effort students might want to exchange documents a mail system that can handle attachments would be desirable. Where students already have an e-mail address it might be sufficient to use the existing e-mail system, provided this is accessible from within Leverage. Where this is not possible it might be necessary to run a Leverage internal mail server (it should be noted that their might be policy restrictions on the running of such services at different user sites). 





Some web browsers already offer integrated mail facilities which would seem to be the easiest solution. Otherwise any simple mail client should do.





News Reader 


Most of the communication links discussed above are centred around the group and focused on helping users to complete the task they are involved in. There is, however, an argument for offering the whole user community the chance to communicate with each other informally. There ought to be some space where students can exchange ideas freely without the constraints of the task and outside the official syllabus. From the point of view of evaluation, it might be interesting to observe how the language used in such an informal environment differs from the more structured exchanges linked to the work on the task. 


This could be done by using the e-mail system and setting up appropriate mailing lists.


However, a better solution would be the provision of a simple news system, which would allow the students to follow threaded news messages. Ideally, the news reader would be integrated in the web browser environment. The main consideration is that the system should be easy to use and easy to administer. A free package like HyperNews might well fulfil all these requirements.





Multi-media Player


Multi-media files, audio and video, are an important part of the resources available on the system. They fulfil several different functions: they provide background information to the task, they offer examples of linguistic and extra-linguistic communication skills and they offer opportunities for students to improve their competence in comprehending the language they are learning both with and without visual clues.


The main role of the multi-media player is to handle audio and video files in a manner transparent to the user. The end user should not have to worry about the format of audio or video files; most of the time s/he will not even call the multimedia player directly, but it will be invoked through some link in the web application. From a pedagogical point of view it makes relatively little difference if the multi-media player runs as a plug-in, integrated directly into the web server, or as a helper application. The advantage of the first approach is the seamless integration of multi-media files with other browser based resources. The second approach allows for greater generic use of the multi-media player and offers relative independence from any specific browser.





The multi-media player should have the following controls (from the end-user’s point of view): start, stop, pause and ‘move’ (a facility to go to a particular place in the multi-media file). It is not necessary for the user to be able to control the multi-media files precisely, i.e. access specific frames of a video. A slider which allows approximate access to a section of the multi-media file will suffice.





It would also be useful if the multi-media player could be called without any controls. It would then just play the selected clip. This is for situations where it might be unnecessary or undesirable for the end-user to have control over the multi-media player (e.g. for the display of video and audio clips in the glossary).





When a link to a multi-media file is set-up it would be useful to be able to provide the multi-media player with a start and end point. For example:





ANYOLD.MPEG [STARTPOS] [ENDPOS] [CONTROLSAVIALABLE] 





For the pedagogical staff who prepare the resources it would be useful to have a utility to watch multi-media files and identify specific locations to be specified as arguments to multi-media links in the HTML files.





The quality of both audio and video must be high. For video files, the  audio and video output must be synchronised. This is particularly important for video files that offer examples of specific language skills which the learner might want to practise and imitate.





Several users must be able to watch the same video file simultaneously. If the video resources are kept on a local server the number of users accessing the same video will be relatively small (but there might be quite a large number of users accessing different videos on the same video server at the same time). Concurrent access by multiple users should not degrade the quality of the video/audio file.





Dictionary


To help students work with the resources available and to produce their own material it is important that they should have access to a general purpose dictionary. As the development of such a dictionary lies outside the scope of the LEVERAGE project commercially available alternatives will have to be used. These dictionaries should be bilingual and cover at least 100,000 words and phrases. The dictionaries must be networkable and easy to integrate into other applications. Possible candidates are the recently announced Oxford Hachette French Dictionary and the Oxford Spanish Dictionary. A similar dictionary resource will have to be identified for French/Spanish-Spanish/French. As independent modules it will be possible to swap new dictionaries in and out at later stages.





The screen shot below illustrates the interface of a commercially available dictionary.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �3�:  Commercial Dictionary





Glossary


The glossary provides lexical information specific to the resources available on the system. The glossary will be set-up in parallel with the collection and preparation of all the textual material.





The main function of the glossary is to offer information about unusual lexical items not covered by the main dictionary or to draw the students’ attention to unusual usage. Ideally, the glossary will have a thesaurus element providing links from each term to other related terms. In this way the glossary can not only be used as a straightforward lexical reference for specific look-ups but as a tool to explore the lexical fields of the target language. For each term there should be a definition, information about the syntactic category of the term, grammatical information (inflectional paradigms and subcategorisation frames) and optionally an audio and/or video sample.


It is important that the teaching staff should be able to add and edit entries in the glossary at any time. Whenever a new textual resource is added to the system this resource will be scanned for terms which should be added to the glossary. This will guarantee that the glossary is always up to date and synchronised with the textual resource base. 





Below is an example of a possible interface. The terms are displayed as a network with neighbouring terms graphically displayed. By clicking on any peripheral term this term becomes the new central term. Right clicking any term should provide access to additional information (i.e. definitions, translations, audio samples etc.).
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �4�:  Conceptual Glossary





HTML - Editing Tools


HTML editing tools will be needed primarily in the preparation of resource material by the pedagogical staff. The range of widely available web-editors and graphics programs should suffice. There is little need for the project to develop its own tools.





Students will also need to have access to a web editor to prepare their material. The locally available web tools should be sufficient and some web browser now even offer their own built-in web editors.


Exercise Module


The exercise module plays a supplementary role. Its main function is to support the student’s comprehension of the resource material. To that end, a considerable number of resources will have exercises attached that allow the student to check and strengthen his/her understanding of the language material. 





Given the limited aims, the exercise module can be fairly simple comprising of no more than true/false, multiple-choice and gap-filling exercises. It should be possible to mix these exercise types within one exercise unit.





The staff who prepare the language resources should be able to create the accompanying exercises at the same time. It should be possible to change exercises at any time. Exercises could be written as simple marked-up text, either using a text editor or a special utility for writing exercises. The exercise material should not need compiling into an application.





Below are two screen shots taken from the UK Teaching and Learning Technologies Programme CKS 33 project, illustrating this type of application.
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User Management


This deliverable deals with user management only from the end-users point of view. The user management functionality will fall outside any single application. The operating system, each module described above, and probably some additional utilities will take care of user management. Here we simply repeat, for completeness sake, some of the basic principles which are important from a pedagogical point of view.





Users will work in groups of usually four students (maximum six). Apart from an individual user identity each user will also belong to a particular group. These groups persist throughout the duration of the collaborative task. Students should log-in with a password and have their own home directory in which to store their work. Only the user should have write-access to his home directory, other group members and advisers will have only read-access. Each group should have a common directory with read/write access for all members of the group and the advising staff.





For the trials the assumption is that there will be four to six groups working on a task at any one time, that is between 16 and 24 users. Overall the system should be able to handle at least one hundred users, preferably more.





Advisers should also have their own private directories. 


Analysis Module


Each application should provide statistics about its use. The data should include information about what data was accessed, by whom, at what time and for how long. This collection of usage information should be transparent to the user and the data should be collected centrally on a server. 





It would be useful to have analysis tools which can analyse the above information based on an individual user, a group of users, a specific application or resource. The most important information would usually be frequency and duration of use. The data can be used in two ways:





to provide input to the evaluation of the system





to adjust the system and resource base to take into account identified user preferences.





A graphical interface to the data would be desirable but is not essential.





Tasks


This section outlines the pedagogical rationale underlying the selection of a task-based method as the most appropriate approach to language learning within the context of the LEVERAGE project, and specifies the background requirements for the selection of suitable tasks for the three trials.  





For the purpose of the trials all of the resources required to complete the task must be accessible from within the system.  Materials provided on the server in the three media, text (including exercises), audio and video, are supplemented by additional modules which provide seamless integration to synchronous and asynchronous communication facilities.  Links from within the system to external Internet resources provide additional current information, but although the links to selected web pages form part of the available resources, the task is not be dependent on this external material.





Types of tasks - general principles


Most research on task-based language learning focuses on the traditional classroom as the location where learning takes place. Most tasks are of short duration, usually part of a lesson or stretched over a small number of lessons. They can be graded and sequenced in direct response to the students need. Immediate feedback is available to the teacher who can adjust both the support she provides for the current task and adapt the preparation and set-up of future tasks. Because the tasks are of short duration their internal complexity is relatively simple - they usually consist only of a small number of sub-tasks. 


There is a considerable amount of research on such small tasks mostly involving small groups of students, including some native speaker non-native speaker pairings (Shortreed, 1993,Berwick, 1993; Gass & Varonis 1985a,b; Duff 1986,1993, Plough & Gass, Pica et al 1993, Pica 1987). Most of this work is relevant to the task design in Leverage but there are some important differences.


The task size in Leverage will be larger and the task more complex with a large number of sub-tasks.


The task participants will be at remote locations.


The support provided by the teacher will be less immediate, there will be no continuous and direct observation of the work by the teacher.





The student users in Leverage form a fairly diverse group, they start off with different language learning experiences and expectations, they will co-operate for a limited period of time only and they may or may not continue with other language learning activities concurrently to their involvement with Leverage. This makes it both impossible to integrate Leverage closely into the various different local language programmes or to design a separate and independent ‘Leverage’ teaching syllabus. The only feasible way, given the external constraints, seems to be to choose an analytic, task-based semi-autonomous approach. The task becomes the main structuring device responsible for the overall coherence of the Leverage language learning programme. 





Task-based learning in the classroom usually consists of a sequence of independent small scale tasks with the teacher taking responsibility for the set-up of the tasks, their grading and sequencing. This would be extremely difficult to emulate in Leverage given the external constraints and the remote nature of the Leverage internal interaction. As an alternative we propose a large scale task which divides into a number of clearly identified sub-tasks. In this way the sequencing and integration of the sub-tasks is carried out at design time. The overall integration, in particular the sequencing of sub-tasks is provided by a larger main task the completion of which stretches over a couple of weeks. This approach allows us to specify the technical requirements and to assemble the task-supporting resources in advance . From the point of view of the design and implementation of the Leverage system this seems a considerable advantage; although we should not lose sight of some of the inherent drawbacks. The physical presence of the teacher in the classroom and her ability to arrange and adjust a series of independent small tasks provides a high level of flexibility: student performance both at the individual level and during interaction can be observed and the teaching programme adapted accordingly. With a remote network-based learning system this is much more difficult to achieve and it is therefore important that the system provides for as much support and flexibility as possible, this must include access to advisers as well as the teachers’ ability to adjust the system while it is running, for example by providing students with additional information, adding or changing the resources provided and, if necessary, adjusting the main task.





Overall then, a large scale task which divides into a broad range of well chosen sub-tasks seems to provide a coherent approach to language learning programmes like Leverage. Such an approach, however, gives rise to a number of general requirements which the system ought to meet. The main ones are listed below:





General Requirements


1.	A means of presenting the overall task to the student and indicating the required sub-tasks.


2.	The provision of user-support which also includes an element of user monitoring.


3.	A communicative infrastructure that allows students to collaborate from remote locations.


4.	The provision of resources supporting the task completion.





Specific Requirements


1.1.	 A common and consistent user-interface which provides access to all facilities and resources.


1.2	An information system that can be accessed and modified by advisers. A hypertext document structure is desirable for indicating sub-tasks and co-ordinating the provision of resources.


1.3	A facility for setting up individual users and persistent user groups for the 	duration of the task.


	A way of accessing advisers either directly (video-conferencing) or indirectly	(e-mail).


2.2	A facility for advisers to observe progress (for example: number of video sessions per group, frequency of access to resources and so on).


2.3	General user maintenance, broadcasting to all, or specific groups, communication with individual users.


3.1	Synchronous communication between students. Video-conferencing( ideally sessions with up to five users should be possible), text-talk, document sharing.


3.2	Asynchronous communication (e-mail, voice/video mail), document exchange.


4.1	Provision of resources for the task completion: video, audio, documents


Content related


Related to task performance.


4.2	Facilities for the students to prepare on-line presentations.


4.3	Recording and storing facilities (locally and/or on server): text, graphics, video and audio.





Task Description


The role of Leverage is to define an appropriate task and to ensure that the learners are provided with all the resources (textual, graphic, audio and visual material and individual and group work opportunities) and the support that they need. The task is a conceptually coherent and independent activity which forms a complete whole. Grammatical patterns, notions, functions and other structural units which are treated as building blocks are not tasks. The task is characterised by the fact that it is a goal-oriented and bounded activity. It also offers the structural framework around which the various language acquisition opportunities are grouped, including various forms of comprehension and production. 





The implementation of the task as a hypermedia system provides a means of clearly structuring and presenting the overall task and sub-tasks as well as the various meta-information and resources. In addition it is supplemented with a number of additional modules to provide the synchronous and asynchronous communication facilities required, i.e., email, video-conferencing, data-sharing and editing.


1st Task


The overall task will consist in a bid for a contract with the French Chamber of Commerce of the Nord-Pas de Calais area. The users’ groups are assumed to work for a British advertising company which produces promotional material for the UK market. The French Chamber of Commerce will have invited companies like theirs to tender for the production of a promotional campaign to attract UK commercial enterprises to the Nord-Pas de Calais area. The students will have been chosen amongst the company staff for their knowledge and competence in French. In order to win the contract the students/users will have to fulfil two sub-tasks:





prepare a written tender in French outlining the full proposal for the promotion of the area and one sample advertisement brochure,


prepare an in-depth presentation in French of one aspect of the proposed promotion to present at a Chamber of Commerce meeting.


For both sub-tasks the students will have to demonstrate that they have a good understanding of the commercial and industrial infrastructure of the area and what it can offer to foreign investors.


Access to relevant resources


A web browser will provide the user with an intuitive interface to all the resources and modules available on the system. Little training will be needed to make use of all the system’s functionality considering that the students will already be familiar with this type of technology.





Students will log-in with a password and have their own home directory in which to store their work. Each group of students collaborating on the task will also have a common directory to share data amongst the group.





After logging-in in the students will automatically go to the introductory page of the trial. From this entry point (see Figure 1), there will be an obvious link allowing access to the task description page.





There will be little variation in the layout of the HTML pages guiding the students through the various stages of the task (see Figure 2). The hypermedia system will thus provide the users with a coherent and consistent interface and with the necessary support and flexibility. 





A French on-line adviser will be recruited to provide the students with additional support in preparing the task and in navigating the resources. In order to provide an element of realistic native/non-native interaction the adviser will play the role of a member of the Chamber of Commerce of the French region.





Most of the meta-information such as textual material supporting the work on the task will consist of HTML documents. The links in and between these documents offer the required navigational facilities. 





Support exercises will be associated with a number of  resources (video, audio, graphic, text) in order to help users to make the most of these resources. Most exercises will be of the True/False, Multiple - Choice and Gap-Filling type (see Figures 5 and 6) and test the user’s understanding of the information contained in the associated resources.





Aims of Selected Task


The task, as a goal-oriented activity, will provide the students with useful practise in the target language and also with an opportunity to explore socio-cultural aspects of interacting with native speakers of the target language. Since the first trial involves only Cambridge students, the adviser, playing the role of the French representative of the Nord Pas de Calais chambre of commerce, will provide the native speaker input. For the subsequent trials, the students themselves will provide non-native/native speaker interaction.





The aims and objectives of a co-operative task-based approach for first user-trial are as follow:


develop and extend a cultural awareness of the country in terms of its social/cultural and economic aspects,


revise and practise basic functions of the language in a task context,


develop further communicative skills with particular emphasis on aural comprehension and oral production in parallel with written comprehension and production,


develop awareness of learning processes encouraging students to co-operate and discover or perfect personal skills.





The co-operative and communicative approach adopted will benefit the students acquisition or further development of personal skills, e.g., autonomous learning, time management interpersonal skills and so on.





Task Guidance


To enable students to work effectively on their task a layered support system is required. Students will be provided with clear guidelines on what the task involves (the task goal) and the resources that are available to them. This information and support will be available on-line and at all times and will be built into the hypermedia structure of the system. On-line support will be available at the level of the global task as well as for the two identified sub-tasks. This support, primarily of a pedagogical nature, will help students to decide what to do and how to do it. In addition the user must be able to get specific help with each application, which must describe the functionality of the application. It could be set off from the pedagogical help by using a different help system (for example, standard Windows help files, while the pedagogical support is provided as part of the hypermedia structure).





On-line support can, of course, not completely replace direct human support. This is why the users will have access to advisers both asynchronously using e-mail and synchronously using video-conferencing. As mentioned above, students will be able to contact a French native-speaker playing the role of a Promotion Officer in France and helping them on fulfilling the communicative requirements in French.





Resources


This section is mainly concerned with the resources of the first task. The documents provided fall into  four categories:


Newly designed HTML Pages for LEVERAGE�
Resources originating from HIPERNET �
CCI/CRCI Textual and Graphic Documentation on Nord Pas de Calais�
Netscape URLs related to Task and Material�
�
Entry pages�
Texts�
General information�
French governmental reliable links�
�
Link pages�
Audio recordings + text transcripts�
Types of activity�
French Academic related sites�
�
Pedagogical pages�
Video recordings�
Activity Parks�
Nord-Pas de Calais administrative sites�
�
Exercises�
Pictures�
Administrative procedures


�
�
�
�
Exercises�
Services�
�
�
Communication skills exercises calling up a specially designed application will be linked to these pages�
�



The tree diagram below gives a general idea of the distribution and description of the resources.





Note that this structure does not include the various audio-visual materials which will be incorporated in various pages whenever required.
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Task Structure


Entry/Welcome Page


A single page available in either French or English, welcoming the user to the ‘LEVERAGE’ system, and linking directly to the Task description.


Task Description


French Page


A description of the Task in French, with links to task details.


(See Figure 2)


English Page


A description of the Task in English, with links to task details.


Task Details


Letter


A letter from the CCI in Lille asking the company to prepare a tender.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �7�:  Letter





Memo


A  memo from the company director telling the user that he/she is a member of the team who will prepare the companies bid for the contract.


�





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �8�:  Memo


Tender Form


The official tender form. 





�


Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �9�:  Tender Form





Task Preparation


Presentation skills


Links to information which can be used to help prepare the presentation.


Communication Skills


Information about communicating at meetings, on the phone, at work and so on, useful for the presentation.


Tendering guidelines


Some helpful hints about selecting the information which should be used to produce the tender.


Information Pages





�


Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABE �10�:  Links to regional information





Regional Information


General information about the region and what it has to offer.


  Statistics


  Regional Development


  Diversification


  Education


  Infrastructure


  International links


  Technology


  Wages


  Work and Employment


  Internet links


Business Sectors


Several pages outlining the types of business’s located in the region and links to additional internet information.


  Chemical


  Distribution


  Food


  Metal


  Paper


  Plastic


  Service


  Textile


  Transport


  Internet links


Business Parks


Information about the location of business areas in the region, and details about them.


  Rents


  Prices


  Maps


  Airport


  Investment


  Internet links


Administrative and Legal Procedure


Information about the administration of the region, incentives being offered for setting up a business in the area, and French legal procedures


  Internal pages


  Internet links


Services


Information about the services in the region, and where to go for further help.


  Internal pages


  Internet links





Tasks for Second Trial





Proposed Second Task:  The Channel Tunnel





For the second trial, and following the idea of a realistic co-operative task for the users, we propose a task around the Channel Tunnel, a topic which combines social, cultural, economic and engineering issues.


The rationale for this choice is based on the need for users to develop their communicative skills. The students participating in the Leverage trials being students of engineering, telecommunications and so on are likely to be interested in a subject with a strong pragmatic and technical slant. The Channel Tunnel with all its engineering and commercial aspects provides a good basis for an appropriate task.





In terms of an Hypermedia application, the advantage of such a range of material is considerable. It will allow us to edit the videos into pedagogical themes and categorise the rest of the multimedia material to fit into an hypermedia system with maximum flexibility.





The principle of the task on this subject area would be similar to the first task as it would ultimately involve the production of a presentation using the material provided.





The Leverage task specification rests upon a hypermedia system with a web browser as the core navigational tool. Some of the functionality of the system will rest directly in the browser, for example access to HTML documents. Other facilities will be provided by additional modules which are either written as plug-ins or helper application. From a pedagogical point of view the system is easy to navigate and provides a coherent approach that fulfils the needs and requirements of the users.


Evaluation


The evaluation of LEVERAGE as a network-based language learning system will have to answer three interrelated questions. 





Do the basic pedagogical assumptions about network-based language learning hold? In other words, do the learners’ engage in the kind of activities that are known to contribute to language learning (or do they even develop unexpected new ones)?


Do the overall system architecture and the individual modules support the pedagogical approach as envisaged by the system design; do the design and implementation fulfil the established user requirements?


Does the implementation match the specifications and is the system sufficiently stable and reliable?





A positive answer to the last question is of course a precondition for any attempt at answering the first two questions. In order to evaluate the pedagogical effectiveness of the LEVERAGE system a process of formative evaluation is build into the core of the system. At an informal level feedback arrangements between the end-users and the developers are established throughout the specification and implementation process. During each set of trials copious statistics will be kept tracing the user’s interaction with the system and its various parts.  In addition, screen capture facilities will be used to study the users’ interaction with each other and the system. The users’ subjective impression of the system will be established through questionnaires and other means. In this way it is hoped that the system can be changed in between trials to make it more responsive to the students’ needs. This process will, hopefully, lead to a system which fulfils the second and third evaluation criteria and which will allow us to serious study the validity of the initial pedagogical assumptions.





Conclusion


It is the aim of this document to establish the functional specification of the LEVERAGE system from the end users’ point of view. Starting from an analysis of the users needs a number of key points and their consequences could be established. The major points and their dependencies are summarised below.
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Appendix 1: Leverage Web Material





Category


�
Title�
Topic�
Comments�
URL�
�
Regional Information�
�
�
�
�
�
�
La France�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Carte de France cliquable�
Useful and reliable French UREC (Unites Reseaux de Recherche Scientifique) site�
http://Web.Urec.fr/France/France.html�
�
�
Le tourisme dans la métropole Lilloise�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index des activités touristiques de la région�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site - copyright Lille.Roubaix.Tourcoing CCI�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/tourisme/index.html�
�
�
Plaque régionale Noropale�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Réseau régional haut débit pour l'enseignement supérieur la recherche et la technologie dans le


NORD/PAS DE CALAIS�
Useful and reliable academic site�
http://www.univ-valenciennes.fr/Noropale/noropale.html�
�
�
Région Nord-Pas de Calais�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Carte régionale�
Useful and reliable French UREC (Unites Reseaux de Recherche Scientifique) site�
http://Web.urec.fr/France/cartes/Nord_Pas_de_Calais.shtml�
�
Business Sectors�
�
�
�
�
�
�
 Ses établissements par secteurs d'activités�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Répartition par secteurs d'activités�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site listing statistics on the topic�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/sta1n.html�
�
�
Listes d'établissements de la métropole Lilloise�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Listes d'entreprises par secteurs d'activités�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/listets.html�
�
Business Parks�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index des parcs d'activité de plus de 5 hectares�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index donnant accès à une banque de données�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site. Contains list of Business Parks as specified in topic area�
http://www.lille.cci.fr:80/ccilille/paindex3.html�
�
�
Index des parcs d'activité par Communes�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index donnant accès à banque de données�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site. Contains list of Business Parks as specified in topic area�
http://www.lille.cci.fr:80/ccilille/paindex1.html�
�
�
Index des parcs déservis par train ou voie fluviale�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index donnant accès à banque de données�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site. Contains list of Business Parks as specified in topic area�
http://www.lille.cci.fr:80/ccilille/paindex2.html�
�
�
Localisation des parcs d'activité�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Carte régionale cliquable  des parcs d'activités�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site. Contains comments on the topic and links to further information.�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/pacarte.html





�
�
�
Où implanter son entreprise�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Disponibilités foncières dans les parcs d'activités�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site. Contains comments on the topic and links to further information.


�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/pamenu.html�
�
�



Legal Procedures�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Centre de Formalités des Entreprises (CFE)�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Formalités juridiques et aides pour la création d'entreprises�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site through which every new entreprise trying to set up a company in France has to go and get relevant forms to fill in�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/cfe.html�
�
�
Informations pratiques�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index des divers types d'aides à l'implantation�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/painfos.html�
�
�
Les aides sous formes d'exonérations fiscales�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Informations et types d'aides�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/painfo1.html�
�
�
Les aides sous formes de subventions�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Informations et types d'aides�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/painfo1.html�
�
�



Business Services�
�
�
�
�
�
�
CCI de Lille : La Métropole Lilloise�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Chambre de Commerce et de l'Industrie et ses services�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/lilmetro.html�
�
�
CCI de Lille-roubaix-Tourcoing�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Index de la Chambre de Commerce et de l'Industrie�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/index.html�
�
�
Centre d'info et de documentation des entreprises�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Banque de données d'ouvrages�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/cide.html�
�
�
CRCI du Nord-Pas de Calais�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Chambre Régionale de Commerce et de l'industrie�
Useful and reliable  French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/acfci/lccin151.html�
�
�
Formations�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Formations offertes par la région�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/form.html�
�
�
Où se réunir?�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Location d'hébergement et de restauration dans la métropole�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/sreu1n.html�
�
�
Services aux entreprises�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Enquête trimestrielle de conjonture économique�
Useful and reliable French regional administrative site�
http://beffroi.ETnet.fr/ccilille/obsser.html�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
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SUB-TASK 1:


written tender


description








SUB-TASK 2:


in-depth presentation


descritption





Link to CCI letter to your company





Link to your managing director’s memo concerning the bid








Links to a wide range of Information about the region








MAIN


TASK








Letter





Business 


Parks





Administrative and Legal Procedures








Regional Information





Business Sectors








Services








Information and Help for Tendering








Inormation and Help about Presentation Skills





Links to external URLs providing information on all aspects of the region.


Videoconference and e-mail link to adviser/CCI for help and information.





Connect with partner by videoconference and e-mail, for collaborative  work





Tender Form








Memo





General User Needs�Need for flexible language learning opportunities








Specific User Needs�Non-specialist language learners in European Higher Education (Cambridge, Paris, Madrid)





Evaluation�Verification of basic assumptions and consequences at each stage





Functional Requirements and System Design�Overall architecture, synchronous and asynchronous communication, multi-media resource base





Pedagogical Solution�Task-based language learning





Technological Solution�Network-based language learning environment











