102

Chapter 7

A Proposal of Evaluation
Criteria for the Quality

of ESL/EFL Websites for
Autonomous Learning

Natividad Aguayo-Arrabal
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6066-6515
Universidad Pablo de Olavide, Sevilla, Spain

Cristina de las Montaiias Ramirez-Delgado
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9731-4484
Universidad Pablo de Olavide, Sevilla, Spain

ABSTRACT

In the current digital era, autonomous learning outside formal education has become a significant
context for languages. In view of the huge number of websites for the study of foreign languages and
their popularity due to the advantages of autonomous online learning, the authors’ main goal is to
evaluate the technical quality of a free online resource for the self-study of English: ESOL courses. For
this purpose, this chapter presents the design of the evaluation tool: a checklist through which aspects
concerning functionality and usability have been analyzed as essential characteristics of the technical
dimension of a website, based on an extensive literature review and the initial technical analysis within
LinguApp. The results show that non-compliance with the evaluated items leads to a deficient experience
for independent users, unable to exploit all possibilities of the website due to the technical limitations
they may encounter.
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INTRODUCTION

Undoubtedly, the potential of the computer network has opened up a world of opportunities for foreign
language learners, who now have access to a greater quantity of authentic and up-to-date materials, direct
contact with people from the target culture and the possibility of learning in a multimedia environment
(Lim & Lee, 2007, p. 67). Indeed, learning English through the Internet is acquiring an increasingly
important role in modern language learning (Islam, 2011, p.1080).

It goes without saying, therefore, that today the Internet offers an infinite number of resources for
learning English online, but in this proliferation of web pages, the authors detected that many of them
present a deficient design in as far as technology and pedagogy are concerned (Lim & Lee, 2007, p.
67). In this sense, the need to analyze the “debatable” quality of these educational websites (Martinez,
2015, p. 24) is unavoidable, in order for the users’ experience to be satisfactory enough to be able to
achieve the expected learning outcomes. It is in this context that the present study —framed within the
LinguApp research project— is conducted. The LinguApp research project (with the support from the
Fundacién Pablica Andaluza Centro de Estudios Andaluces) aims to design an app and an accessible
and free web service that provides formative tools specifically selected and evaluated for the learning
of the Spanish and English languages.

It should be noted that the process of evaluation of websites within this project consisted of a two-
pronged analysis: an analysis of the quality of the content and the most relevant technical aspects.
Nonetheless, according to the literature reviewed, there is an apparent scarcity of works with a technical
evaluation approach on websites for foreign language learning. Instead, they generally aim at address-
ing the educational possibilities of Web 2.0 for language teaching (Gonzalez, 2012), the experience of
learning in language portals (Berdugo & Pedraza, 2008) or the quality of the content and its suitability
for achieving learning outcomes (Diaz & Moncada, 2014).

That is why, in this study, the authors seek to analyze the technical dimension of the website as a
product, fundamentally on the basis of functionality and usability criteria, as they are the two essential
components in achieving usefulness of a system (Nielsen, 1993): functionality (functional utility, the
functions of the product with respect to the user’s needs) and usability (relating to the ability or the way
in which users utilize these functions) (Hassan & Li, 2008). So, in order to proceed to the technical
evaluation of online ESOL Courses website for the autonomous learning of English, the authors will
design a checklist based on the ISO 9126 standard as a main reference, which will be duly described in
the methodology section. The authors will present the main results reported from the application of the
checklist in the analysis phase, followed by the conclusions.

THE EVALUATION OF THE QUALITY OF WEBSITES

Web genres are essentially composed of three elements interrelated: content, form and functionality
(Shepherd & Watters, 1998), the latter being an inherent property of these genres (Jiménez-Crespo,
2013). Web functionality is based, in turn, on the technology that supports web design and architecture,
and that gives web content its own characteristics, such as the absence of linearity or multimodality.
The many existing studies and methods that address the evaluation of website quality and that are
cited throughout this study, despite presenting differences in the design of assessment instruments,
provide an insight into a series of common dimensions or criteria that coincide or can be related to the
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