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e –tasks : directed online study for learners of English

reading, writing, listening comprehension and communication activities
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Sheila Andon & Peter Waters
Abstract

‘e-tasks’ is a programme of independent, directed online study designed for pre-intermediate learners of English. Thoughtful activities direct students to the Internet, offering numerous opportunities for a hands-on learning experience and English practice.

Summary

At Abu Dhabi Men's College, one in a federal system of 11, General English is compulsory, and is tested by an external examination.   It is felt by both staff and students that the scheduled class hours do not allow enough time and experience of the language needed to help bring the students to the level of proficiency required to ensure that they can play their part in today's rapidly changing world.  For this reason, ‘e-tasks’ has been developed.  This programme of independent, directed online study is designed for pre-intermediate learners of English.

Using WebCT as a host and management system we linked to a number of different sites for listening and reading practice. Teacher–produced tasks have also been included, and a discussion board set up with a number of topics and the option to write their own. Students are given a programme of tasks, with fortnightly schedules throughout the 16-week semester.  

The aims are:

· To give the students the chance to interact with and experience much more English than allowed for by their scheduled class hours.

· To enable further practice of the various reading and listening skills.

· To help build a bridge towards self-directed study.

· To foster the learning strategies of organising study time, planning and self-pacing; checking and correcting, assessing own performance; choosing the level of difficulty at which to work.

· To introduce students to a variety of resources where they can find appropriate, professional practice and skills development tasks beyond the e-tasks syllabus.
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e-tasks syllabus

· The 50 e-tasks include a variety of reading, writing, listening comprehension and communication activities. 
· All tasks are either chosen or written with our students in mind, taking into account their needs, interests, and style of learning. 
· Activities are organised into weekly schedules throughout the 16-week semester.  
· One class hour per week is given over to e-tasks.  
· Students work on completion in their own time, enabling them to work at a pace suitable for each individual. 
· It encourages independence and gives the students the satisfaction of being able to complete a considerable amount of work alone.
· The tasks are self-contained and bite-sized.  
· Students are encouraged to contribute to the project via the discussion board and the online questionnaire.

· Format can be adapted for any level of learners and any other subjects. 

Sample weekly schedule

	Week 3
	Writing
	8
	Post a message on the WebCT discussion board
	Homepage > 

e-Discussion
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	Print and put in your e-file

	
	Writing
	9
	Reply to a message on the WebCT discussion board
	Homepage > 

e-Discussion
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	Print and put in your e-file

	
	Reading
	10
	Skip Reske’s website 

Choose one set
	Homepage > 

e-Reading
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	Record your score here



	
	Writing
	11
	PET Writing 

Part 2 

Choose one
	Homepage >

e-Writing
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	Complete task, show your teacher, type again and put in e-file

	
	Reading
	12
	BBC News “France shows off tallest bridge”
	Homepage > 

e-Reading >
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	Record your score here

from 25

	
	Reading
	13
	BBC Skillswise “Skimming”
Do quiz A & B
	Homepage > 

e-Reading
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	Record your scores here

Quiz A =

Quiz B =

	
	Writing
	14
	PET Writing 

Part 3 

Choose one
	Homepage >

e-Writing
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	Complete task, show your teacher, type again and put in e-file


e-tasks resources
	Recommended websites & software used for e-tasks
	Skill area
	Description
	URL

	BBC Skillswise
	Grammar, spelling, writing, listening, and vocabulary
	Adult Basic Skills website full of worksheets, fact sheets and fun on-line games and quizzes.  
	www.bbc.co.uk/skillswise/

	Penguin Dossiers
	Reading and listening practice, for class discussion, and for learning new vocabulary
	Level 3 Penguin Reader articles for learners of English.
	www.penguindossiers.com/

	Gulf News
	Reading
	Good source for topical news reports.
	www.gulf-news.com/

	BBC News
	Reading 

(& listening)
	Good source for topical news reports.
	http://news.bbc.co.uk/

	University of Victoria
	Reading
	English Language Centre Study Zone.
	http://web2.uvcs.uvic.ca/elc/studyzone/

	Randall's ESL Cyber Listening Lab
	Listening
	Features recordings of ordinary English speakers, with questions and other study aids.
	www.esl-lab.com/

	Tense Buster 2001

(software)
	Grammar
	29 key grammar areas ranging from Some/any at Elementary level to Phrasal verbs at Advanced level.
	www.clarity.com.hk/


	e-tasks resources
	We used
	(Almost) Free alternatives

	Learning Management System
	WebCT

Used to deliver course material online over the internet.

www.webct.com/
	Tripod

Upload your website to Tripod - a free web hosting provider.

 http://www.tripod.lycos.com/campaigns/landing/free/


	Quizzes
	Respondus

For creating and managing online quizzes/tests that can published directly to WebCT Supports six question types, including feedback.

www.respondus.com/
Hot Potatoes
includes six applications, enabling creation of interactive multiple-choice, short-answer, jumbled-sentence, crossword, matching ordering and gap-fill exercises for the World Wide Web. 

http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/halfbaked.com

	Discovery Channel Quiz Centre

http://school.discovery.com/quizcenter/quizcenter.html
Quiz Center is a free powerful tool used to create, administer, and grade quizzes online.

QuizStar

QuizStar is a free online resource to make and 

manage online quizzes.

http://quizstar.4teachers.org/

	Graphics
	Animation Factory

3,000 free, easy to use animations to decorate your email, web pages, and PowerPoint presentations.

http://www.animfactory.com/

	Animated Gif

http://www.animatedgif.net/
Best Animations

http://bestanimations.com/


	HTML
	Click to Convert and Course Genie
Provides a quick, easy and affordable way to create and share PDF or HTML files from virtually any document or application

www.clicktoconvert.com/index.html
www.coursegenie.com/
	Microsoft Word (limited HTML functionality)
or 

FrontPage
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e-tasks checklist
Interested in designing your own e-tasks? 

Our helpful checklist guides you through all the hurdles.
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· When choosing websites, make sure they are professionally designed and that they look like they will be around for a while.

· Keep looking for appropriate sites 

· Choose a variety of task types and focus on a variety of skills.

· Don’t spend ages creating what someone has created already.

· Enable the students to progress at their own pace
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· Ensure that many tasks are available from home, ie on world wide web

· Build in opportunities for feedback from students and teachers

· Get a framework and a clear idea of what you want to achieve before submitting to line manager and team 

· Make sure there is commitment to your project by management, with marks allocated if possible to guarantee it is taken seriously by all involved

· 
Be sure you will have time to prepare, create, maintain and revise the project
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· You will need to have or work with someone with good technical skills  

· Work in a very small team with people who share your beliefs on learning and teaching

· Seek contributions from fellow teachers for task writing and ideas for websites but don’t have too many cooks!

· Monitor use of the programme, esp. discussion board for students comments and interests

· Make sure ss’ interests are represented in readings

· Update materials from time to time

· [image: image24.png]


Ensure the programme is introduced to the ss by someone who is confident about the e-tasks approach

Student responses to e-tasks 

 
An online user survey went out to all e-tasks students during the last week of each semester. 
	Semester 5 (2003)
	Semester 6 (2004)
	Semester 5 (2004)
	Semester 6 (2005)

	41 replies (22.5%)
	82 replies (67%)
	82 replies (69%)
	78 replies (70%)








Students’ reactions to e-tasks Semester 5 

A comparison of the questionnaire results for Semester 5, 2003 and 2004, (see below) show consistently more favourable responses to e-tasks.

· 10.5% more respondents found e-tasks useful

· 15% more said they enjoyed e-tasks

· 8.5% more found e-tasks easy to use

· 17.5% more found the instructions clear

· 29% more felt that e-tasks had helped improve their English

Students’ reading results

The 2004 Semester 5 cohort was known to be weaker by staff who had taught them in previous years.  This was borne out by their reading results which were consistently lower than the 2003 cohort.

· Ranging between 2% - 25% lower on e-reading tasks

· Averaging 12% lower across all e-reading tasks

Students’ reactions to e-tasks Semester 6 
· The very positive student responses of Semester 6 2004 were echoed by 2005 students.  (see graphs) This was despite the fact that two student sections were given two instead of five weeks to complete e-tasks because of PET registration mix-up.

· Further analysis and interpretation of data is underway. 
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“I want to thank all people who worked hard to make the e-tasks helpful and I want to tell them that they succeeded to do it, because I really saw that I improved my skills in reading and writing.”





“I think e-tasks helped me to make my English stronger than before, especially in writing.”





“The discussion forum is a very advanced way of communication that we are taught to use this semester.”





“I like these e-tasks… You have to depend on yourself.”





“I just want to say thanks to the teachers who made the e-tasks and I'm very happy with it.”





“I think there should be some more e-tasks.”





“Of course Semester 5 e-tasks are useful because I learn many things… I think everybody can do it.”





“The e tasks are useful for the student and improve our language. Also the reading is very helpful.”





“I think e-tasks is good for the students to improve their skills.”
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