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DEVELOPING A WEBSITE FOR EFL WRITING SKILLS
IMPROVEMENT IN UNIVERSITY TEACHING CONTEXT

Abstract: One of the focuses of the paper, firstly, isto discuss CALL background
with the emphasis on the principles for teaching CALL in terms of writing skills. Sec-
ondly, the author explains the teaching context with the highlight on the age, level and
needs of students in university teaching context in Serbia. Thirdly, this paper considers
project rationale by giving the explanation of aims, description and evaluation of it ac-
cording to the chosen criteria. Finally, in the paper, the author outlines broader implica-
tions of the given analyses.

Key words: CALL, English as aforeign language, website, writing skills, univer-
Sity teaching context.

INTRODUCTION

The number of technological innovations is growing rapidly every day
along with the growth of the English language. These innovations are changing
the way in which we communicate, learn and teach (Jarvis 2005). High technol-
ogy, especially computers, is valuable resource for the modern language teacher
who is expected to develop and enhance his professional skills. Language cen-
tres throughout the world know that computers are essential for learning pur-
poses (Jones 2001). However, some teachers admit the importance of computer-
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assisted language learning (CALL) but still remain uncommitted to it. Compu-
ter-assisted language learning (CALL) may be defined as “the search for and
study of applications of the computer in language teaching and learning” (Levy
1997:1). Nunan (2003: 248) defines CALL as “any process in which a learner
uses a computer and, as a result, improves his or her language”. Accordingly, it
is argued that "CALL should not be too closely associated with self-access or
autonomy and that teachers are needed to drive the CALL process’ (Jones 2001
360). The author’'s aim is to show here, in this paper, how CALL concepts and
techniques may enhance learners’ writing skills.

BACKGROUND TO TEACHING WITH CALL

Computers have taken their place as a natural part of the language lear-
ning process (Warschauer 1999). In addition, CALL in the language classroom
is developing as quickly as computer technology itself develops. It would seem
necessary to explain here approaches to CALL in order to have a better insight
into the theory related to relevant teaching focus.

In terms of approaches to CALL, Bax (2003) mentions Restricted CALL
(where teacher’s role is restricted to monitoring and the feedback is restricted to
closed responses), Open CALL (relatively open in giving feedback to students, in
teacher’s role and in choosing software types) and Integrated CALL which does
not yet exist to any significant degree, but in Bax’'s view represents an aim
towards which we should be working. Now, Warschauer and Kern (2000) argue
that we can understand changes in how computers have been used in language
teaching within the context of structural, cognitive and sociocognitive orientati-
ons. According to Warschauer and Kern (ibid.), the role of computers in structural
approach isto provide unlimited drill, practice, tutorial explanation and corrective
feedback. In cognitive approach, computers role is to provide language input
while in sociocognitive approach computers' role isto provide aternative contexts
for social interaction. Further, Nunan (2003:249) points out that till most com-
mon form of CALL programmes are behaviorist “ computer-based gap-fill drills’,
in which learners fill in information in close exercises. Learners are rewarded by
small positive responses including the right to move to a new level of drill. This
approach is closely associated with Skinner’s behaviorist theories that found prac-
tical application in programmed instruction or programmed learning (ibid.). Then,
Nunan (ibid.) notes that knowledge we posses is organized into interrelated pat-
terns which he defines as schema theory. He then goes on to explain that schema
theory is the foundation of constructivist approach. A typica congtructivist pro-
gram involves the learner in a kind of a quest, in which the teaching and learning
are achieved by completing some other task.
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Asaway forward, | will give an outline of specific approaches in terms of
writing, which is the skill area | am focusing on. Warschauer (1999, 2002)
explicates a study that examined how three different teachers integrated
technology into their second language writing classrooms. Each of the teachers
took different approach on what constitutes academic writing: formalist, cons-
tructivist and social constructivist. In the formalist approach, students used the
computer to complete grammar exercises and formulaic writing tasks common
to many basic writing classrooms. In other words, academic writing was seen as
a set of sub-skills that led to a grammatically-correct product in the form of a
traditional five paragraph essay. In the constructivist approach, writing is viewed
not just an academic task but as having personal meaning where the teacher uses
computers to involve his/her students in genres such as multimedia. Furthermo-
re, Warschauer (1999, 2002) explains a social constructivist approach by poin-
ting out that in this approach there is a shift away from viewing technology as
the means by which conventional beliefs about writing and teaching of writing
could be made more efficient, and toward a vision of technology as driving new
approaches to literacy instruction.

The author’s current interest is to use a computer and a website as media-
tors between teacher and learners who need a piece of advice, comments and
feedback about their writing improvement. More research is needed on best ap-
plicable CALL approach in the relevant teaching context (university students of
advanced level in Serbia), especialy as teachers grow in familiarity with the
programs, and students become more accustomed to writing on computers (Gri-
mes and Warschauer, 2006).

Further, some authors draw attention to the basic principles for teaching
CALL. According to Nunan (2003:252-4) there are four basic principles for tea
ching CALL: 1) evaluate the appropriateness of the software program or compu-
ter-based resource; 2) create an environment in which CALL is supported; 3)
monitor learner participation in CALL programs and encourage autonomy and
4) encourage the use of CALL programs as a starting point for collaboration and
learner interaction.

In order to evaluate the appropriateness of the website, firstly, we should
consider teachers' and learners’ motivation to use this particular website as well
as their needs for using it. Secondly, we should explore website objectives in
order to find out whether they are redlistic. Thirdly, website authenticity should
be taken into account as well as the quality of feedback given to students, then,
role of the learner/teacher and technological appropriateness should aso be con-
sidered. Since students, at the university level, are of advanced level, the author
believes that they would be interested in using this website because it would give
them the possibility of self-planning and free navigation through its pages. Also,
they receive brief feedback by completing a test that could be easily reached by
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choosing a link. Fourthly, creating an environment in order to support students
interaction by sharing ideas in terms of their common progress may be done by
creating a blog. Students will be in position then to send comments to each other
or to ask questions. Fifthly, awebsite like this would encourage students, to take
on the responsibility for their own learning (e.g. Dickinson 1992, Lake 1997).
Finally, we believe that the website, mentioned previously, may encourage col-
laboration as the learners simultaneously search for information to support in
their discussions. Thus, it may be argued that websites designed for language
learning may enhance learner’s language skills as well as his/her writing skills.
The teacher is no longer the only source of language. Instead, he facilitates the
process of learning by advising students how to get exposed various linguistic
examples online. This was exactly the author’s intention when she was making
plans to create a website. Therefore, it goes without saying that empirical re-
search is needed to test the usefulness of the website for the particular teaching
context.

TEACHING CONTEXT

The internet with its versatility opened new approaches to teaching and
learning foreign language. In and out of the classroom, students find the lan-
guage on websites and they communicate ideas with other people speaking the
target language. The website was designed for adult learners, that is, for students
in university teaching context in Serbia. Students, from 19 to 24 years of age, are
of advanced level and they have been studying English for about 8-12 years. For
these students effective writing instruction involves providing individual feed-
back on their essays. That is extraordinary time-consuming. University English
teacher will have over 150 students in their various courses. For this reason, the
ability to provide detailed feedback on writing demands high level of skills and
training of a teacher (Warschauer and Ware 2006). This idea finds an echo in
Sullivan and Lindgren (2002) where they point out that extra request is placed
on L2 teachers of English who need to provide school leavers with life-long
learning techniques that will help them learning English without being teacher-
dependant (Dickinson 1992). Hence, the author created a website in order to
give students an opportunity to manage their learning more independently and to
give their teacher a possihility to easily guide and monitor his’her students
through the website during the lessons.
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PROJECT RATIONALE

According to Warschauer and Ware (2006), greater attention to foreign
language writing began in the 1980s, and has continued to increase until today,
due to demands of many universities that require high scores for writing tests.
Yet, not many teachers in university teaching context have time and space to
prepare their students for passing tests (e.g. IELTS, FCE, CPE etc.). For thisrea-
son, the author’s intention was to create a website that would give students the
possibility of learning and enhancing their writing skills both in classes with the
teacher’ s assistance and in their own time. The aim of the project was to improve
students’ writing skills and help them to overcome the difficulties they encoun-
ter. The purpose of creating awebsite was to provide an opportunity for alearner
to plan his own learning and to seek information he needs. In this way, we sup-
pose that a student will be more enthusiastic for a task and will have more suc-
Cess in autonomous learning situation (Lee 1998).

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The website, the author created, consists of six main pages, that is, home
page, photos, useful links, CALL webfolio (see Appendix 1), favourite links and
students’ corner page. In home page users are introduced to the purpose of the
website in terms of writing skills improvement. The next page ‘photos provides
a photo gallery with photos from students' seminars and workshops. The intenti-
on for creating this page was to motivate students to take part in group discussi-
ons and to post their classmates photos and their own. The ‘useful links' page
provide students with links that are leading to language tests and explanations,
online English grammar, tips for good writing, assessment tests, practice revisi-
on and editing a text. ELTD CALL blog page is made for the purpose of
exchanging ideas and comments, so the interaction between students is taken
into account. By using this page students may ask their teacher a question and
the teacher may use this page for answering that question. Also, other students
will be able to see this question as well as the teacher’s reply. Hence, this will
highlight the teacher-student and student-student relationship and improve the
online communication process.

Further, page ‘favourite links' provides some links that are leading to lan-
guage quizzes. Teachers and students might benefit from developing and using
such an online quiz, which would not require sophisticated authoring tools
(Chapelle and Douglas 2006). This is aso an opportunity to practice writing
skills and have fun at the same time. Finally, the author has created ‘ students
corner’ where students are alowed to leave their comments or other information
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which can then be viewed and added to by other visitors. Exploring the website,
students might be expected to manage their learning more independently. How-
ever, the teacher’s role in guiding students and helping them in their learning is
also very important. Jones (2001) argues that students can only learn from com-
puters with the instruction and supervision of teachers and he adds that CALL
will not be effective without this essential interaction of teachers and students.
Therefore, teachers should be given time to develop pathways for their learners
and for those teachers who are more committed to provide adequate training in
using website materialsin their language classrooms.

PROJECT EVALUATION

In order to evaluate the website we may use, firstly, the ‘ Checklist: Evalu-
ative criteriafor computer-delivered language learning systems' that was presen-
ted in the Invitational Symposium on Assessing and Advancing Technology Op-
tions in Language Learning (AATOLL) in February 1998 in Honolulu .
Secondly, we will evaluate the project according to guidelines for evaluating
web sites for ESL learners based on Graus (1999) and Nelson (1997) given in
Chen (1999). Finally, we will evaluate the website by comparing it to BBC Bri-
tish Council Teaching English website.

According to the checklist, mentioned above, it is important that the
writing software or a website provides written text at the appropriate level of
difficulty with the choice of type of input. Thisis what our website provides. It
does not provide videos or listening passages. Then, in terms of writing activiti-
es, writing tasks have counterparts in the real world, they are at the appropriate
level of difficulty and students have a chance to choose the task. Further, we
may note the lack of writing strategy instruction which is |eft for a teacher to do
in language classes. As far as writing tools are concerned, we may say that the
website provides templates for organizing the writing tasks, online thesaurus,
grammar instructions, spell checker and grammar checker. Lastly, we believe
that students are given enough time for task completion because students may
study on their own and plan their time. Users' queries may be kept as records by
using the blog page as well as providing a space for group work. There is no op-
tion for printing or saving successful drafts. Therefore, according to the criteria
evaluation list we may conclude, on a cautionary note, that the website, we have
created, has a potential but need to be improved.

Chen (1999) evaluates websites according to the combined criteria of
Graus (1999) and Nelson (1997) that he revised. So, Chen (ibid.) suggests that
websites should be evaluated according to the source (is it trustworthy, rated by
known authority), purpose, pedagogy, design, contents, access and learners ne-
eds. The website we have created is not rated by known authority, yet it is crea-
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ted for the purpose of enhancing writing skills in the specific teaching context, in
our case, in university teaching context in Serbia. In terms of pedagogy provi-
ded, we may say that feedback and instructions are provided with the combinati-
on of teacher’s guidelines in classes. Design should be improved in order to na-
vigate the website more easily. Accurate information and comprehensiveness is
provided by choosing relevant links. Then, we may say that the website is easy
to reach and the downloading time is about 3-5 seconds. Finally, in terms of le-
arners’ needs, we believe that the website corresponds to their needs and langua-
ge difficulties by providing useful information in one place. Thus, learners do
not need to wander through web in order to find writing tests and explanations,
all they need isjust to enter the website that is designed for them.

BBC British Council Teaching English website is very useful website
both for teachers and learners of English (see BBC website at http://learnen-
glish.britishcouncil.org/en/). It provides articles on various topics (e.g. planning
a writing lesson, using peer response, exam-based writing skills, grammar,
vocabulary, pronunciation etc.). It may be sad that BBC website gives very bro-
ad choice of topics. On the other hand, our website is designed to provide infor-
mation only on writing. BBC website also provides links for teachers and for
learners (thisis similar with our website which is based on links to already made
websites). All in al, BBC website is highly professional and useful for enhan-
cing various skills as well as writing skills. The website we have created should
be improved and upgraded according to this or some other accredited website for
ESL or EFL.

In the university teaching context, websites may provide students, teac-
hers, trainers, and school supervisors with more insight into the development of
practical knowledge, teaching behaviour, and learning processes overall (Tanner,
et. al. 2000). By choosing a website and by independently selecting tests to as-
sess themselves, students may become more aware of the quality of their writing
skills aswell as having better insight in their overall improvement.

To sum up briefly, we may say that websites are an extremely valuable
way of encouraging students and English teachers, to work on their own profes-
siona development either by creating a website for their own purpose or by
using those already exist.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Websites vary greatly in the quality so they require continuous ap-
praisal/evaluation, which means more work for the teacher who is willing to use
them in his’her language classroom. For this reason, the author believes that both
teachers and students should use web sources in their language teaching/learning
only after the critical evaluation of the offered webpages.
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It is vital to create opportunities to make the teachers implement CALL
technology by integrating it into the syllabus and not to be an extra add-on which
is used whenever ‘there is time' (loannou-Georgiou, 2006). A process which
schedules technology into regular syllabus activities helps teachers and students
view and use technology as an integral part of the lesson and in the same time pro-
vides a chanceto act as agents of change within their own classrooms.
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KPEMPAKBE BEBCAJTA 3A BEXXBABE ITMCABA
HA EHI'JIECKOM JE3UKY KAO JE3MYKE BEIHTHUHE
HA YHUBEP3UTETCKOM HUBOY

Pesume: Pag uma 3a 1nsb 1a ICTaKHE 3HAYa] Y4eHha CHIVIECKOT je3uKa Kao
CTPaHOT M Pa3BOja BEIUTHHE IHCama Ha TOM je3WKy yHOTpeOOM padyHapa H
BeOcajTa KOjH je KperpaH oJ CTpaHe HACTaBHHUKA 3a MOTpebe HacTase. Y paay ce
Takolje pa3MaTpa ydeme CHIJTICCKOT je3uKa Ha YHHBEP3HTETCKOM HUBOY Kao U
crierupuIHOCT 00Pa30BHOT KOHTEKCTA Y KOME Ce €ajT yIoTpeOhaBa.

Kmyune peuu. ydeme CSHTIIECKOT je3WKa YNMoTpeOOM padyHapa, HacTaBa
CHIJIECKOT je3uKa, Be0CcajT, MUcame Kao je3nyKa BeIITHHA, YUCHE U M0lyYaBame
Ha YHUBEP3UTETCKOM HHBOY.
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APPENDIX 1

STUDENT'S CALL WEBFOLIO

 http:/fwww.pebblepad.co.ukipilot/webfolio.aspxtwebfoliold=93 12&pageoid=11782 - Windows Internet Explorer

: Options

i

Ivana's CALL WEB!

BLOG

This is a blog for my CALL module,
Lot Click here to view my group blog.
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