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Abstract
This paper is a review of th&.SA. Learns software that provides beginner, lower
intermediate and intermediate students with adiwito improve their English language skills.
It includes reading, writing, listening, speakingpcabulary, and grammar. The software
applicationU.SA. Learns is meant for students who are seeking to acquisicskills to use
the English language. It provides practices for $hédls needed to approach English for
communicative and academic purposes.

This review provides a general description of tbéveare and then evaluates it in
terms of the pedagogical framework provided by CumsmBrown, and Sayers (2007) to

examine software technology tools.

2. Product data

Publisher: U.S.A. Learns websitdttp://www.usalearns.org

Product type: online software for developing academic stséiis
L anguage(s): North AmericanEnglish
Level: Beginner, low intermediate and intermediate

Media format: online, http://www.usalearns.org

Platfor m: Windows standalone, Windows/XP/Vista/7, netwarkline, Mac onlinebrowser
Har dwar e requirements. computer, microphones and speakerseadphones

Supplementary softwar e: Adobe Flash Player

Price: free language-learningpps

3. Description

Many scholars like Lovell and Phillips (2009) bekethat technology can enhance ks&rner’s
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literacy and academic growth because it can “enabléents to enjoy immediataedividual

feedback, work independently, and gain a senseadmplishment” (p. 201). Although theage

multiple varieties of online learning materials fenglish as a second language (ESL)isit
challenging for ESL teachers to easily find goodglzage learning applications that meettlad

requirements of thestudents.

Furthermore, using technology effectively and éffntly for teaching purposes is nan
easy task. Learners first need to foster languéilis such as active listening, speakimgading,
and writing to communicate in the target languaffecévely. U.SA. Learns is online software
which attempts to meet these aims. It targétree different levels of Englislanguage
proficiency, which are beginner, lower intermediaa@d intermediate levels (see Figure IL).

can be used in classrooms and students can prasiiog it autonomously asell.

Welcome, Visitor!

Not sure where to start? Answer some guestions here to find out which course is right for you.

Beginning Low-intermediate Intermediate
English skills English skills reading skills

You are not signed in. Would you like to sign in or register to save your work and scores?

For assistance with the USA Learns Web site, send email to: help@usalearns.org.

Figure 1. The three languatgvels.

To gain an overall understanding of tbeSA. Learns software, a learner clicks dhe
introduction section, which provides him or herhwihstructions on how to register, chodke

right level and use the software properly. Onceuser creates an account, he or sheataess
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the site and navigate it with ease (see Fi@)re

Sign In Register

Welcome to U.S.A. Learns!

A free site for adults to:

* Learn English
« Improve basic reading, writing, speaking and life skills

{ Introduction )
StartNow

O English @ espanol Play Again O

Helping Aduits Improwe Their Skills « Sirengthening Programs Through Technology About Us Credits Teacher Registration

Figure 2. ThdJ.SA. Learns homepage.

When the learner accesses the application, heeoclshoses the level that is besited
to him or her from the course menu section. Eadghhas a lesson menu and each lesstants
with an introduction that explains the goals of tbeson and gives the classroom directidres.
move from one section to another, there are smedlva icons found on every page. Aftie
learner selects the appropriate course, he oramelmwose a desired lesson or topic fromuttie
menu. It is highly recommended to start with lesena if the learner is new to theSA. Learns
program.

In the final menu, a learner will find a list oftaaties for learning English. Aftethe
learner performs the activity, he or shel wiée a score on the menu. Every actiiag
directions. The learner can listen, read, and watelleo. Sometimes, the learner needs to aead
guestion and choose an answer or write out, aftectwhe or she can also check tneswer.
With some activities, the learner can use a miooophto record speech and practice speaiking

English, as seen in Figuge
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1%t English Course MyHome StudyTools Help @i
~ Unit 1: First English Class - Language Practice

Activity Menu Lesson Menu

Click on an activity. Activities with a ll are completed.

[ o] won |

Introductions
Classroom Lesson M —
Flrst and Last Names
Nice to Mest You
Your Turn "5~

The Alphabet
Classroom Lesson "2l
Listen for the letters
Miguel's Speliing Practice =
Spell it right!

Spell First and Last Names
Glassroom Practice "=
Personal Information Form
Listen and Speak =

Conversations
Ramon and Ryan =0
Comprehension Chack

Figure 3. Recording and watchifigatures.

Each unit has a new, distinct topic and startth vein introduction that explainthe
learning goals, objectives, a list of new relatedabulary and a list of exercises. Activitiese
of varied types, such as reading comprehensmatching games, listening matameaning
match, concentration, say it, spell it, watch andveer and many others, which are based
real-world involvement such as classroom partiegpatconversations, directions, lasystem,

weather reports, health issues an@®s0

Reading
Some topics help the learner develop reading camemson skills. They start with easysks
for beginners and lower intermediates and steddily into longer and more complex texts
the intermediate level. The reading activities ineoreading about various topics suchfamsily,
health, transportation and safety. Every topic &aasading section, which is followed lsych
exercises as multiple-choice questions, drawdogclusions and many other activitidsat
engage the learner by challenging his or her covgréibilities.

Furthermore, the learner has the opportunity teaete new language and itovolve

himself or herself deeply in coming to know abotltess’ culture. This activity allowstudents
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to identify and empower their identities and thukance the reading comprehensstrategies
such as skimming and scanning (Cummins, 1986). ¥amele of a reading task is shown

Figure4.

Practice English and Reading My Home Study Tools Tlf

~ Family - Community Rebullds Playground

Comprehension - Multiple Choice Activity Menu

Read the question. Click the cormect answer. Q

did not stop volunteers from getting
the work done.

A very nice playground was built almost 15
years ago. It had slides, sandboxes and

tunnels. Children wha lived in the area liked () Lack of workers
fo play there a lot. Then it was ruined. =
Someone burned it to the ground. Parents ) Bastiil westher
and children were very upset and sad. Many =
parents and neighbaors hoped the ~ -
playground would be rebuilt. COiNethaving 2iplan
After the playground was destroyed, (_) Bad weather
organizers got together to work on

rebuilding the playground. They got new =
materials and were ready to rebuild. They

Figure 4. A sample readirtgsk

Writing

Each topic has a writing exercise section to helprers to develop their writing amdading
comprehension skills at the same time. The leastets by writing a reflection answeriram
essay question that is directly related to theirgatbpic. When finished, he or she can pont

the written task (see FiguE.
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; 2" English Course My Home Study Tools Guft
PSS A >
m@j’@ ~  Housing and Famlly Life - 7: Accessing Services

Making Choices - Write about it! Sl

Read the directions. Then click In the box and type your answer. Then click Done. Q

Describe what happened when the young man came to the Pushkins' apartment.

Use some of these words in your writing:

young man

inexperienced / wasn't frained
hook up / connect

electricity went out

Get out!

]
== - -« [=3]

Figure 5. An example of a writing task for lower imtediatelearners.

Listening

Each topic has listening activities with answersdoh on prediction. The activities traihe

listener in predicting the answer through lookiruy key vocabulary related to the topand

verbal signposts such gst or so to help the learner predict the meaning and choloseight

option. Also, the activities aim at presenting usédnguage in context to serve as a mddel
speaking activities (real-life situations). Otheecises are meant to practice listening skils
develop the learner's ability to accurately cateimbers, dates, names, directions, ater

topics. This kind of practice helps the dstr identify and note the main arguméme

participants are involved in (see Figue
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2"d English Course MyHome Study Tools Gl

~  Houslng and Family Life - 7: Accessing Services

Story Start Up - Listen for meaning! Kl Medi

Click Play to listen to the speaker. Read the question and click the correct answer. Q

Listen to Victor when he says, "We are never
moving anywhere again.” What does he mean?

s very cheap, so he never wants to

& Moving is a lot of work, so he doesn't want to do it
again.

This t has cest neighbors, so he

3-2) 5‘*‘; Correct! Mow click Next.

Figure 6. An example of a listeninigsk.

Speaking

In each topic, there is a section callgay It. It helps the learner practice listening, speakargl

recording his or her voice. These exercises incligiening and then pronouncing wondsated
to the topic or a whole sentence that is a pad sfory. The learner can click &ow Text to

make sure he or she has not missed a word. Theisaim help learners develop a serde

confidence in speaking the language accuratelyaatitentically (see Figurg).



Teaching English with Technology, 13(2), 83-97 http://www.tewtjournal.org 90

2™ English Course My Home StudyTools @R

~ Housing and Family Life - 5: Managing Family Life

Activity Menu

Hide Text

Look at all the cars. There's too much traffic on the
strest

o] sponcmys

Figure 7. An example of speakiagtivity.

Vocabulary

Each topic starts with a list of new related vodabu The activities include written argpoken
words in such formats as listening match, saypglisit, and definition match. These ctake
two forms - the first form requires matching a wavith the appropriate dictionargefinition,
while the second is more visual as it requires matca word with a specific picture anage

(see Figures).
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20 English Course ~ Mytome StdyTools W&

. Housing and Family Life - 5: Managing Family Life
Vocabulary Part 2 - Definition Match AN

Click on two cards. Match the words with their definitions.

1o write your name the ovmer of an
apartment huilding

(=) | [ee—)

faSs—

tostart oliveina
new home

Turns:1

Figure 8. An example of a vocabulary definition nheactivity.

Grammar
Every topic has a grammatical section to develapl&arner's grammar proficiency. Tlser

can learn grammar and meaning at the same timaghrengaging in authentic conversatibie
or she can read and listen to the context of vargnammatical rules such as modal vesbd
then solve grammatical problems or revise gramrabaod spelling mistakes in senten¢sse

Figure9).
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2™ English Course My Home Study Tools @t

- Housing and Family Life - 7: Accessing Services

Grammar - Practice Activity Menu

Read the situation. Click the best response. Q

You were absent from class yesterday. Ask your
Polite Requests teacher for yesterday's papers.

Use would you, could you, or can you when

: (1 like the papers from yesterday's class.
you ask someone to do something.

Would you please open the door for me? () Give me the papers from yestsrday.

Can you repeat the address, please? ;
Could you turn the light an? ® CSU\%WU give me the papers from yesterday's
~ class

Answering Polite Requests

To answer a paolite request positively, say

yes or give the information that someons is

Figure 9. An example of a grammar practiask

Evaluation

As mentioned earlier, the pedagogical frameworkvigled by Cummins et al. (2007) wible
followed to evaluate this software. Their critemall be used to evaluate thg.SA. Learns
program for technology-supported learning actigititbat will (2) promote deepnderstanding,
build on learners’ prior knowledge, and permit feas to control the learning process, &byl
engage learners in extensive reading, support tineatcessing curricular content, ardable

them to harvest the language they are reading.efdrey;, the questions used in the evaluation

asfollows:
1. DoesU.SA. Learns promote learnerdinderstanding?
2. Does it consider the learner’s primrowledge?
3. Do the learners have control over the learpiugess?
4. Is it an engaging tool? (Cummins et al., 2G072,08)?

In terms of engagement, theSA. Learns software provides its users with a variety
interesting topics and a plenty of engagiegercises to enhance the learnipgcess.

Furthermore, all the topics of this software areduhon real-world written, spoken, avigual
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materials and events. As is claimed by BransforcgwB & Cocking (2000), “[s]tudentsan
work with visualization and modeling software thigt similar to the tools innon-school
environments, increasing their understanding ardlitelihood of transfer from school twon-
school settings” (p. 207). The variety of topicgl aaxercises can attract the learner’'s inteaest
engage him or her in the learning process, thusawpg languageroficiency.

Most of the topics integrate the four languagelskivhich might promote thiearner’s
engagement and learning. Many activitiesUrSA. Learns aim at engaging students active
reading or listening followed by writing. Such adiies encourage learners to read foore
details about the topic. For example, in orderdmglete the task in Figure 10 successfuihg
learner has to read a text or listen to an audautlaw and government officers to drdlae

right conclusion and later he or she needs to vahi@ut the sammpic.

Practice English and Reading My Home Study Tools Tl

¢ Law and Government - Officers May Be Required to Work Out

Comprehension - Drawing Conclusions J—

Read the question. Click the cormect answar. (7)

Why does one man want $10 million?

& He wants a fitness program for all California
officers.

He wants a filness

V%y Correct. Now click Next.

Figure 10. A sample reading and listening compreioartask.

As seen in Figure 11, the learner needs to undetdtee text or the audio well select
the right meaning of the words. Feedback is givestaintly, which means that the learner foas
think accurately before clicking on the wrong cleoto obtain a good score. This isexample

of cognitive challenges for administering thaguage.
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Practice English and Reading My Home Study Tools iR

- Law and Government - Officers May Be Required to Work Out

Vocabulary - Concentration el Ry

Click on two cards. Match the words with their definitions. 0

[ —
not being able to
program perionm ceriain tasks 3

jE————

a plan stating how
hings will be done disabil ity

- n n n Turns:2

1 of 1

Figure 11. A sample vocabulary practice task basegrevious textomprehension.

Moreover, the software provides the learner with facility to say, record, and listen to lois
her pronunciation of new, difficult words that halveen chosen from the topic (see FiglLgy.

Such a task can enhance the learner’s pronuncibyiaifering repeatedxercises.
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Practice English and Reading My Home Study Tools it

~ Law and Government - Officers May Be Required to Work Out

Vocabulary - Say it! Activity Menu

To practice listening and speaking, click Next Word.

Cexvird |

Figure 12. Sample Say it! Task integrating listenispeaking, and recording the learng@renunciation.

Cummins et al. (2007) emphasize relating the leariprior knowledge, skillsheliefs,
and concepts significantly influence what learneotice about their environment and htvey
organize and interpret it” (p. 43). They bek if the task is related to the learnguisor
knowledge and background, this would enhance hiseorunderstandings. In théSA. Learns
program, there are many examples thappat this assumption. One is ligtening
comprehension task about the weather report fomhegs (see Figure 13). In this activitie
learner needs to listen to a weather broadcastisaledt the right picture according to hishar
understanding and prior knowledge. Such an activitiyhelp the learner relate ideas from bis
her background to what has been said whpieures help to foster a framewoffer
understanding the text. Many such prior knowledganections can be found within thieree

different levels and activities in thé SA. Learns program.
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15t English Course My Home Study Tools Tdi
~ Unit 20: Recreation and Weather - Language Practice 2

Life Skills: Weather Reports - Tomorrow's Forecast Activity Menu

Listen to the U.S. weather report. Glick the cormect answer for the city’s weather. [7)

Figure 13. An example of a task involving learngat®r knowledge.

Recommendations

U.SA Learns is useful software for learning English as a sectamjuage for learnerBom
different language proficiency levels with practiaetivities within each topic that integrattee
four language skills through written text, imagegjeos, and audio recording. Theeftware
enhances autonomous learning as it provides thadeavith an instant feedbackloreover,
learners with either reading or listening diffigulare also adequately addressedcbynbining
both facilities within eaclopic.

However, it would be even better if the learneridosave what he or she recorasd
writes for a further review from teachers or peénsugh the learner can print what hesbe
writes. It would be more motivating for the learnif the reading activities involvetimed
scanning as this might develop the learner’'s repdimategies such as skimming aswhnning.
Overall, the program appears useful and meets ofaste technology framework describég
Cummins et al(2007).
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