Re-Inventing the Learning Wheel
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Language Magazine (September, 2003)   

 Steven Donahue investigates a revolutionary online writing program at the Nation’s largest college: Miami-Dade College in Florida for helping second language learners master English composition.

Updating the Blackboard


The venerable classroom blackboard, perhaps the last great innovation in delivering instructional content to students, no longer addresses a shortage of teachers, a lack of space, and a flood of students. But at Florida’s Miami-Dade College—formerly Miami-Dade Community College— the blackboard is about to get a 21st Century makeover. In an ambitious e-learning undertaking, Miami-Dade College is in the process of putting 540 hours of English as a Second Language (ESL) writing curriculum into self-contained language Learning Objects (LOs). The innovative project is being funded through a FIPSE (the Fund for the Improvement of Post Secondary Education) grant.


The need is great for this online language instruction-- Miami-Dade College (M-DC) is the largest  ESL program in the United States, serving over 12,000 non-native English learners each year. Plus the demographics at the College are daunting: 66% of M-DC students are Hispanic, with a significant Haitian Creole speaking population. These statistics cry for a way to leverage technology to meet the language learning needs of the community. Because writing is a critical skill in today’s job market, the initial phase of the grant is concentrating on that skill by creating an “eWriting” program.


The overall goal of this eWriting project is to create a six-level, content-rich, interactive, online writing lab program. The writing objectives are the same as in the traditional classroom and reflect the proven techniques refined at the College over the last 30 years. The impressive faculty team assembling the LOs includes Endowed Teaching Chair recipients, national award-winning professors, published authors, international language consultants, teacher trainers, software designers, grant directors and more.

Learning Object Factory


Judith Garcia, Chair of ESL and Foreign Languages at the Kendall Campus (and Founding Director of the Virtual College), is leading an effort to create a digital version of the ESL program. Her efforts are being funded by a three-year $500,000 FIPSE grant.

Garcia, describing the critical need for such innovation, says, “There is a need at the college for ESL students to have easy access (any time, any place) to interactive lessons to help them improve their writing skills.  There has also been a need to acquire or develop online tutorials to reinforce the 6 levels of writing taught in our academic ESL program. “ 

Outlining the goals of the groundbreaking eWriting project, Garcia says, “We are creating a six-level, content-rich, interactive, online writing lab program that will consist of a repository of over 500 hours of Web-deliverable ESL Learning Objects (LOs).  The content will include over 250 hours of ESL writing instruction and an additional 250 hours of instruction on WebCT (for students), basic computer skills, word processing, Internet skills, Web Links to reinforce the learning objectives in each LO, and study skills.” 

Creating the LOs involves a dynamic process, not necessarily just a static product. As Michaela Tomova, the eWriting Grant Manager, explains: “ Writing the content is labor-intensive and the process is being refined at every step. With the help of curriculum design experts at the College, the writing teams outlined the table of contents, and defined the functional objectives and writing skills for each LO. These teams then develop the lessons; evaluate them against a comprehensive checklist to ensure that all components are included. At this point, the LO is piloted with students who complete a survey measuring level of difficulty, interest and length. When the writers get the feedback, they edit and revise their LOs, thus completing stage one of the materials development process - the content. The LOs are then submitted for on-line design and piloting.”

                                                    The Learning Clock

The Learning Objects deliver the same set of writing competencies that are covered in the traditional classroom during a 45-hour semester, such as grammar, sentence skills, and paragraph development. The unique design of the one-hour LOs is captured with concept of a clock face. At 1:00 students get a pre-test (recorded in WebCT, the entry point). At 2:00, the first step of a three-pronged lesson begins. Each lesson portion or step ends with a comprehension quiz, followed by an instruction break before the next step. By 11:00, students finish all three learning steps for the level, and take a review. Paralleling the content probed by the pretest, is a final post-test, to evaluate student progress on the LO. Students then exit and can take an assessment test before qualifying to proceed on to the next LO.  (See Figure 1)
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Figure 1 Learning Clock


Garcia defines the language LOs in these words,” For our project, a Learning Object is defined as a one-hour, self-contained, re-useable chunk of on-line instruction that teaches one discreet learning objective.  An LO does not link out to other LOs, nor does it depend on other LOs for instructional purposes. It pre-tests student knowledge of the target concept, and at the end of the lesson measures learning through a post-test.  Between those two tests, it presents the students with up to three chunks of instruction, each reinforced with self-tests and activities.  The material is designed (through a careful selection of development tools) to appeal to all learning styles.” But challenges remain, and Garcia comments, “ An important goal of the project that we will be facing soon is to locate and incorporate an appropriate model for developing a taxonomy and attributes for selecting and cataloguing the language resources in our LOs so that they are SCORM (Sharable Content Object Reference Model) compliant.”

Partners

Garcia notes, “ Often the best advice comes from people who have ‘been-there- and-done-that’ and succeeded.” And the College’s FIPSE grant is supported by a consortium of partners in developing the language learning objects, and is guided by an Advisory Board, who ensure that the project fulfills its goals and objectives and disseminates the project outcomes. These FIPSE grant family includes: Lucia Ribeiro, the Director of the Foreign Language Lab at Kennesaw State University in Atlanta, Georgia, who has successfully developed cutting edge language programs; Ms. Xueying Wang, Language Technology Director of the Krieger School’s Language Laboratory at Johns Hopkins; Dr. Nitza Hernandez, executive director of HETS (Hispanic Educational Telecommunications System; David Newman ,the Director of Adult and Community Education Markets for Plato Learning; Dr. Barry Greenberg, the grant evaluator and the President of Feedback Technologies , Inc. 

Tools


Exactly, how do you teach writing online? In the classroom, teachers go down a checklist of “competencies” that they must cover during the course of a semester. For example, at level 1 writing students should have mastered Compound Sentences (but, and, or, so) and high-frequency irregular verbs (eat, do, get). According to Marie Nock, Director of College Training and Development (CT&D), the goals of the eWriting grant are to convert these same classroom competencies into online content that is “engaging, interactive, assessable, and adaptive to a variety of learning styles. In a word—robust.”

(Table 1 presents the software tools and the learning styles they address.)

Table 1 LO Tools & Learning Styles
	Tool
	Description
	Produces Activities Appealing to These Learning Styles:

	Wimba
	Oral threaded discussions, voice e-mail and more
	Auditory/Verbal

	Impatica
	Compresses PowerPoint for streaming over Web
	Visual/Non Verbal Auditory/Verbal 
Tactile/Kinesthetic

	Impatica on Cue
	PowerPoint with instructor video dialog
	All learning styles



	Camtasia
	Produces videos from anything displayed on desktop
	Auditory/Verbal

Visual/Non Verbal

Visual/Verbal

	Hot Potatoes
	Multiple choice questions
	Tactile/Kinesthetic

	Quandry
	Branching logic instructional 
	Visual/Non Verbal

Tactile/Kinesthetic

	BlueGLAS
	Development tool for creating online content for language instruction
	All learning styles

	ToolBook
	Software construction program to create object-oriented programs
	All learning styles

	FrontPage
	Webpage and Web site development tool
	All learning styles 

	Dreamweaver
	Webpage and Web site development tool 
	All learning styles

	WebCT
	Learning Management Software for Web delivered courses
	All learning styles

	iGLAS
	Learning management software for Web delivered language content
	All learning styles

	Snagit
	A screen capture utility that copies anything on screen.
	Visual/non-verbal

	Animation Factory
	Graphics and animation: royalty-free (with subscription and credits)
	Visual/non-verbal

	Partners in Rhyme
	Royalty free (with subscription) music loops and sound effects
	Auditory/verbal

	Flashlight
	Web-based system for creating surveys, gathering responses, and analyzing
data. 
	N/A 


To create such robust content, the College has adopted a variety of tools to create its own homegrown LOs. Tools employed range from the simple sound recorder available on every desktop, to Impatica, which reduces the size of a PowerPoint up to 90% for easy Web delivery, to sophisticated authoring tools, such as BlueGLAS. (See Table 2 for a full list of software)

Learning Wheel in Motion


Helen Roland, an ESL professor M-DC and a level 5 & 6 content developer for the program shared her thoughts of how the computer training workshops and content writing has enriched her as an ESL teacher and professional.  She and her partner, Paula Sanchez, are close to completing the content of level five and incorporating their design ideas from the point of view of linguists and “techies”—an invaluable help to the future work of professional designers. They have also created their very own template for the online site map that could be adopted in the future eWriting design. Roland observes, "As project writers, we've not only developed quality instructional materials, we've also developed as  ESL teachers.  We've been well equipped through many excellent training workshops and have been given the time necessary to implement skills aquired from that training.  Professional growth has been an unexpected but welcome 'perk' from working on this project."
 

Another unexpected outcome of the Grant training aspect has been the enthusiasm for teaching with technology that it has generated in the faculty involved in the project.  Dr. Marcia Cassidy, a professor in the ESL/Foreign Languages Department and a level 4 writer for the FIPSE Grant, has recently begun to introduce part-time colleagues to WebCT, the tool selected to deploy the final grant product at the College. 

Human Touch

While technological savvy is pivotal to a teaching-writing-online program, the human element is also stressed by the FIPSE group. Networking is key, as Garcia stresses, “To produce a product of this scope could not be done without strong administrative support from the College, such as Marta Junco-Ivern, Associate Dean of the School of Arts and Letters, Kendall Campus, M-DC, who is our expert consultant on project issues.  We also rely heavily on the dedicated support of College Training and Development (CT&D) staff and the College’s Learning Resources Departments for guidance and training throughout the project.  From past experience, we know that it is only with their support that the program can achieve its goals.” 

All learning revolutions meet institutional inertia, but the FIPSE group has cultivated an inclusive philosophy to overcome it. The College-wide “buy in” to teaching in a new way is helped by the enthusiasm of early innovators. One of the tireless pioneers e-learning and of FIPSE’s goals is Rhonda Berger, Director of Technology Training, Kendall Campus, who has been supporting the project from its onset and devoting much of her time and energy to organizing and leading training sessions specifically designed to meet the needs of the eWriting project. As Garcia observes, “Thanks to Rhonda and CT&D as a whole, all the latest technologies available to the College become immediately accessible for the project staff and writers, as well as college-wide.”

In initial test pilots, students and faculty have reacted favorably to the new learning revolution.  The esprit des corps of the FIPSE group is high, and they have no doubt that they are embarking on a revolutionary project. Hopefully, the outcome will be a 21st Century blackboard: one which leverages the productivity of language learning as significantly as the invention of the wheel did for physical transportation.

For further information on M-DC’s FIPSE program: http://www.mdcc.edu/users/mtomova/fipse/fipserevisionsuggestions.ppt
For further information on FIPSE : http://www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/FIPSE/
Plato Learning: http://www.plato.com/
For Software tools (See Table 2)

[end]

Table 2 Software Tools and Links

	Wimba
	A threaded message board in which users click on message titles to hear messages and speak into a microphone.
	http://www.wimba.com


	Impatica
	Converts PowerPoint into a 90% compressed format optimized for streaming over the Internet.
	http://www.impatica.com


	Impatica on Cue
	Enables synchronized video and PowerPoint presentations over the Web.
	http://www.impatica.com


	Hot Potatoes
	The Hot Potatoes suite includes six applications, enabling you to create 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/


	Quandry
	The Quandary is an application for creating Web-based Action Mazes.
	http://www.halfbakedsoftware.com/quandary/


	BlueGLAS
	An easy-to-use multilingual presentation and courseware authoring tool that integrates multimedia, multilingual text, interactive feedback, extensive record keeping all within a WYSIWYG GUI.
	http://www.blueglas.com


	Camtasia
	Record screen activity in real-time, assemble rich presentations with special effects, and deliver using the most versatile media options available – from CD-ROMs to interactive Web (Flash) content.
	http://www.camtasia.com


	Snagit
	SnagIt is a screen capture utility that allows you to capture an exact copy of anything that appears on your Windows screen. SnagIt provides over 40 different ways to easily capture images, text, video and more from your PC.
	http://www.snagit.com


	ToolBook
	Gives developers and instructional designers the most comprehensive desktop authoring solution available. Its powerful features create professional, standards-based software simulations and interactive content.
	http://home.click2learn.com/en/toolbook/index.asp


	WebCT
	The world's leading provider of e-Learning solutions for higher education.
	http://www.webct.com


	Flash
	Macromedia Flash MX is the solution for developing highly visual interactive content and applications
	http://www.macromedia.com/software/flash/


	Dreamweaver
	Rapidly develop Internet applications for the latest server technologies.
	http://www.macromedia.com/software/dreamweaver/


	FrontPage
	Build exactly the site you want with FrontPage version 2002, the Office Web site creation and management solution.
	http://www.microsoft.com/frontpage/


	Flashlight
	Online surveys to evaluate learning objects
	http://www.tltgroup.org/programs/flashlight.html


	Animation Factory
	Animated gifs and stills.
	http://www.animationfactory.com


	Partners in Rhyme
	Royalty/copyright free sounds
	http://www.partnersinrhyme.net
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