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With the advent of information technology, organisational websites have become a
channel of knowledge sharing and message dissemination. What is the role played by
websites of educational organisations including schools? A good design of the subject
website may help expand the horizons of students in language leaming and provide them
with opporturities of English practice. In this aticle, | list some ways of using a subject
homepage for English language teaching and leaming in Hong Kong secondary and primary
schools. It is hoped that educators and practitioners including subject panel heads and
teachers of schools will find the ideas useful, discuss with their colleagues and explore how
to revamp their own subject website to enhance English language leaming of their students.
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	What can a subject website offer to English language learning?

Language Support Officer
Dr Chu Wai-ling, Cecilia

        With the advent of information technology, organisational websites have become a channel of knowledge sharing and message dissemination.  What is the role played by websites of educational organisations including schools?  A good design of the subject website may help expand the horizons of students in language learning and provide them with opportunities of English practice.  In this article, I list some ways of using a subject homepage for English language teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary and primary schools.  It is hoped that educators and practitioners including subject panel heads and teachers of schools will find the ideas useful, discuss with their colleagues and explore how to revamp their own subject website to enhance English language learning of their students.

Uploading notices, announcements and information on the English subject website
        The administrative role of a subject website comes before other roles in the schools I have observed. Many schools in Hong Kong make use of their subject websites for distributing notices, announcements, information and showing achievements of students.  In the homepage, they show the overall aim and objectives of their English language teaching program.  Some information is very detailed, depicting the goals of the English panel, the weaknesses of their students, and the strategy for each goal set.  An annual subject program plan may be uploaded, attached with hyperlinks to the details of their activity record in a year.  A folder on the English Society presents its objectives, and activities with some links to events taken place over the past years.  The more transparent subject team may also disclose their budget and evaluation plan of their program to the public. 

        The announcement of hard news on some websites includes information on the upcoming English Week, newspaper subscription, and reading schemes.  Hard facts like the teacher list and the class teacher of each class are stated on the website.  A subject website is also used as a site for announcing soft news, for example, Open Day photos and news about the teachers (wedding, new born babies, etc.). A photo album is almost a 'must- be- there' folder.  
 
Using the website to promote English language learning
        But the subject website can do more than playing the role of an information agency.  As for using the subject website as an ancillary unit of subject learning, a teaching team may put more effort in making alignment among teaching, learning and assessment. For example, the website may contain the following content: useful links, resource bank, a place for English practice, social interaction and interflow of views. 
        From the English subject websites I visited, some panels have included 'useful links' to ESL websites.  Besides this, some teachers have also uploaded the teaching/ learning materials such as PowerPoint files on the website. The new resources and hyperlinks can be divided by levels for different students.  Some tools of learning may be provided on the subject website, for example, voice dictionary and grammar practices on relative clauses and passive voice (a difficult area for Chinese learners).  The website content should contain both variety and diversity and preferably with a description to each of them.    

        To make the subject website align with the formal syllabus, teachers may build a comprehensive resource bank for students on the website.  The bank can contain self checking exercises, or assignments for e-learning.  The intranet may also house manuals, handbooks, or guidelines of using multi-media learning centre or English Club for the easy reference of students. Instructions of projects and holiday assignments can be uploaded for retrieval during a project period.  Teachers may also add an extended learning zone along with the teaching delivered in daily lessons.  For example, assign words with pictures in 'learning zone' and provide a bilingual list of words for thematic units to help students expand their vocabulary bank.  To help students take more responsibility for their learning, teachers can upload reading passages, notes or extra information on a topic or theme for students to prepare before the lessons.

        To increase students' exposure to appropriate stress and intonation patterns, some schools may ask their native speaking teachers to record poems for choral speaking and upload them to the intranet for students to hear and practise after the recording.  Book recommendations written by teachers may be shared on the website as a model of reading report, both for students to model after the style and format and in role modeling of a regular reader and writer.

        The subject website can serve as a place for English practice. Among the various self-learning tasks on the internet, e-portfolio is a huge task which requires students to make up a sophisticated folder, and use a software to enter their artifacts.  But it is a world trend for students to build up their learning portfolios.  E-projects may also be uploaded for sharing and celebration.  To add interest to reading, teachers can add a student audio recording device so that students can record their own reading aloud in lunch time.  Online pre-dictation exercises can also help students practise on their own at home before taking the real test in school.

        The subject website is a hub for social interaction.  Chat room does not only help students communicate but it can also strengthen the relationship between teachers and students.  The panel may use the website to congratulate some students on their good results in competitions and contests, speech festivals, and poetry winning pieces.  With an input of such news and announcements, the subject website serves to portray a harmonious team image among the teachers and also provides the same ethos among students.  Of course, a teacher's personal homepage can be included as an option by the teachers. 

        A chat room may be transformed into comments room. Teaches can encourage an interflow of views on the subject website. Students do not only take from the website, they should be provided with an opportunity to give and contribute.  Some academic forums on subject issues may draw interest in discussion for learning.  Besides, peer assessment may be encouraged so that students give comments on essays, and other forms of student work, e.g. projects.  Offsite voting via internet may reinforce the participation of students in school competitions and functions. 

A word of caution
        Having described the various functions of an English language website, I must emphasise that it requires more on teachers and panel heads as curriculum planners to maintain a website for their students.  From my contact with schools, I noticed that some English websites were window dressing.  There is a road map with many milestones (learning resources, useful tools, student work and more).  But when these attractive milestones were clicked, I could find only scanty information.  For instance, in a folder "Unit worksheets for uploading" for Secondary 1- 3 levels, I only find one worksheet there.  In the 'Activities for fun", there are only some riddles which have no information on the suitable levels for users.  

        Furthermore, Some content items in websites are not desirable.  For instance, to remind students to complete all types of assignments at home, some secondary schools set up a 'homework daily record' in their subject homepage.  But the teachers have to put aside other duties at the end of a day and enter the assignments in the folder as soon as they can.  It is a burden for the busy teachers to check in the 'Homework Daily' regularly.  Ironically, students become dependent on teachers' reminder while they remain passive in the classroom without a need to jot notes in their handbooks.  Teachers should thus rethink thoroughly and select the most meaningful and practical content for their websites.

        Some schools rely on their IT technician to maintain and update subject websites.  Teachers are usually not involved in such updating work, possibly due to a lack of time.  However, this may result in delayed rectification of wrong information.  For instance, I saw a folder containing public examination papers as samples named: 'pass test paper' which actually should be read as 'past test paper' on a school English subject website.  It was disappointing to see this funny mistake stay there unchanged even after I mentioned this to the subject panel head.

        The function of facilitating English language learning on a subject website may be inhibited if a school has the following constraints:

· English team does not see the importance of using the website to improve student learning. 

· English team does not have the knowledge of planning a strategic and useful website: its road map, the types of resources available, and how it links with the curriculum. 

· English team does not make an effort to encourage their students to visit the website for using the information there. 

· English team does not enrich the folders with accurate details and regular updating. 

It is important to bear in mind that a subject website is not for window dressing. It should be a knowledge platform to share subject content and resources, to facilitate self-access learning and directed learning, e.g. e-portfolio, to promote teacher-student interaction, to display good models of assignments and to celebrate the achievements of successful learners.

        So get started, teachers, and revamp your subject website today.

 


