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Abstract

Dr. Miriam Schcolnik (emerita) is the former Director of the Language Learning Center of
the Division of Foreign Languages at Tel Aviv University. For three decades she
coordinated and taught EAP (English for Academic Purposes) courses as well as a course in
Technology in Language Teaching. She has developed many online learning environments,
multimedia courseware packages, EFL textbooks, and teachers' resource books. Her research
interests are e-reading and writing, and the use of digital tools to facilitate language learning
and communication.
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Introduction

Dr. Miriam Schcolnik (emerita) is the former Director of the
Language Learning Center of the Division of Foreign Languages at Tel Aviv
University. For three decades she coordinated and taught EAP (English for
Academic Purposes) courses as well as a course in Technology in Language
Teaching. She has developed many online learning environments,
multimedia courseware packages, EFL textbooks, and teachers' resource
books. Her research interests are e-reading and writing, and the use of digital
tools to facilitate language learning and communication.
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1) Dr. Schcolnik, first of all, what got you interested in foreign language
learning, and then e-reading and writing?

I love learning languages, so I guess becoming interested in language
learning was a natural consequence. I started teaching English as a Foreign
Language in 1965, in Montevideo, Uruguay. At the time, the prevalent
method for language teaching was still the Audiolingual Method, based on
behaviorism. The belief was that through drill and practice language patterns
would become automatic. Over the years, linguists and language
professionals revised the concept of what it means to learn a foreign
language, and the emphasis switched from habit formation to awareness and
comprehension. I didn’t know at the time that a few years later I would
become involved with machines and computer-assisted language teaching!
But when I started working at Tel Aviv University, the head of my
department (The Division of Foreign Languages) was the late Dr. Roberta
Stock, who had been involved in the development of the first Computer
Assisted Instruction modules in English in the Control Data PLATO project
at the University of Illinois (See Hart, 1981, and timeline at
https://chip.web.ischool.illinois.edu/people/projects/timeline/1960won.html
Roberta received a donation to buy a few Control Data microcomputers and
courseware and introduced CAI (Computer Assisted Language Instruction)
in the department. She asked for volunteers to learn the system and
implement it in the pre-academic English courses and taught us about the
potential of the technology. I was hooked from the start.

The idea that technology could help people learn languages was
exciting, and thanks to Roberta in the summer of 1983 I got involved in the
CAI Project at Tel Aviv University. My MA thesis was an evaluation of the
project and of the English reading skills courseware we were using at the
time. The assumption underlying the introduction of computers in the
courses was that CAI could positively affect the learning of reading
comprehension strategies in English as it provided intensive individual
practice, allowing students to work at their own pace.

Roberta believed computer technology could facilitate language
learning in general, and as the technology improved, she became one of the
most salient proponents of CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning)
in Israel. In 1993 she founded a multimedia company (Q Multimedia) that
developed programs for learning languages. She invited me to join the
courseware development team, and I gladly did.

For many years, the emphasis in our EAP (English for Academic
Purposes) courses was on reading comprehension. Most of our students are
speakers of Hebrew or Arabic and despite the emphasis on English in the
school system, long academic texts in English can still be an obstacle. In the
lower-level courses, we taught reading skills and strategies using shorter
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texts, whereas in advanced English courses students already dealt with
authentic academic texts relevant to their majors (such as Physiotherapy,
Computer Science, Political Science, and Engineering).

We were excited by the possibilities afforded by the technology, and
as soon as our department got standalone PCs, we started to develop our own
courseware to better suit our students’ needs. Students could work at their
own pace, get feedback on their answers, look up words in the built-in
glossary, clarify what a certain grammatical structure meant, and listen to the
written texts, among other things. Several years later, with the advent of the
Internet at our university, we were able to discontinue the use of closed
courseware and develop more open-ended tasks based on online texts and
taking advantage of the numerous tools available online, such as
monolingual and bilingual dictionaries, thesauri, concordances, and
resources such as encyclopedias and online libraries where students could
explore a topic and, with the additional background information, expand
their comprehension of the text.

When the first dedicated e-book devices, such as the Rocket Ebook
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rocket _eBook), appeared in 1998, I decided
to do my doctoral dissertation (Schcolnik, 2001) on reading with dedicated e-
readers. Researchers predicted that in the future our reading would be mainly
digital, as digital texts were convenient, searchable, affordable, environment
friendly, could be used anytime and anywhere, and had storage advantages
over print. I wanted to understand what this emerging technology was
suitable for and whether it was suitable for different purposes of reading,
such as reading for information or reading for pleasure. I also wanted to see
what features e-texts should have and what strategies users applied to e-
reading. One of the issues that I thought would need to be researched in the
future was the effect of e-readers on attention while reading.

As director of the Multimedia Language Learning Center, I also
became involved in research on academic writing, which was at first only
taught in courses for Ph.D. students and included in EAP courses at all levels
in the last few years. I am mainly interested in the new possibilities offered
by the technology, how the process of writing has changed, and the many
tools available for writers (Schcolnik, 2018) writing in both their first and
second languages.

2) In your mind, how does e-reading differ from traditional reading a
hardback or paperback book?

A new technology or medium does not just add to the way we do
things, it changes everything (Postman, 1998). So, what does reading on
screen do to the way we read? What does the Internet do to the way we read?
In the last two decades, a lot of research has focused on the various aspects
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of e-reading and how it differs from reading from print. Researchers from
different fields are researching e-reading: library science is interested in what
e-reading is used for and how, and libraries need to have a policy for
acquisition, lending platforms and copyright issues; educational technology
and human-computer interaction experts look at usability, interface design,
and actual use; reading experts look at reading strategies and the effect of the
medium on reading; device manufacturers look at ways to improve the
devices, and book publishers want to find out consumer preferences to
develop suitable marketing strategies.

The new literacies involved in online reading include knowing how
to sift through many sources of information to find the most suitable ones,
with persistence, flexibility, confidence, and skepticism (Coiro, 2009).
However, not all e-reading is on the Internet. We must differentiate e-reading
on a dedicated device from online reading. E-readers are designed using the
book metaphor rather than the computer metaphor. The kind of literacy
needed for reading on e-readers is probably close to the traditional reading
literacy required for reading a printed book (Schcolnik, 2002). I have seen
many cases of adults whose computer literacy is minimal and yet happily
adopt e-book readers for leisure reading.

Some differences between reading from screens and reading from
print have to do with the nature and characteristics of the text or the
interface, while others are connected with the readers’ approach to the text.
Just to name a few, there are differences related to the direction in which we
read (e.g., linearly or hypertextually), the depth of reading (e.g., word
spotting or reading to analyze, reflect and learn), reading speed, reading
strategies (e.g., skimming, highlighting), text navigation (scrolling or
paging), text display (e.g., one page at a time or whole text on one long
page), tools available (e.g., printed glossary or digital dictionary), user
concentration, and reading interfaces and affordances (e.g., small screen,
such as Kindle, smartphone or tablet, large screen, A4 printed page). Let’s
look at some of the differences in more detail.

Direction: Linear or hypertextual

According to Nielsen (2008), most people arriving at a website know
what they want and pursue their interest in a non-linear fashion. The World
Wide Web is a hypermedia system that allows users to navigate in all
directions by following links. On the one hand, the system allows for a lot of
flexibility, as users do not need to follow a prescribed linear path. On the
other hand, this feature could result in a lack of focus and disorientation. We
can teach certain strategies for staying on track, such as keeping the main
purpose of the reading in mind. Dealing with non-linear text implies the
ability to go back to the original point of origin.
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Text presentation and navigation

Digital texts come in a variety of formats. Some, for example, are
offered as .pdf files and look just like their printed counterparts, including
page numbers, tables, and illustrations. We can go through these texts by
either paging down or scrolling. Others may be HTML files or word
processor documents that require scrolling. Digital text presentation is an
important factor affecting reading and reading comprehension, and in
educational settings, where reading is mainly for learning, a variety of
formats should be made available (Schcolnik & Kol, 2005, 2006).

Baker (2003) examined the use of paging vs. scrolling and their effect
on reading. He found reading time in the paging condition to be significantly
slower than in the scrolling condition. However, the performance was not
significantly different. Scrolling is commonly used when skimming web
pages (Nielsen, 1997). As a result, people now have more experience with
this navigation method.

What method of navigation produces better results when ‘reading to
learn’? In a study to investigate the effect of text presentation on learning
(Scheolnik & Kol, 2006), we found that students who learned from
continuous (HTML) text performed significantly better than students who
learned from a reader -- where the amount of text on a page was limited.
Also, most students expressed a preference for scrolling.

How we read

Browsing, skimming, and scanning seem to be the prevailing
strategies used to deal with texts on the Internet. Over a decade ago, Liu’s
(2005) study showed that people spent more time browsing, scanning, and
one-time reading, and less time deep reading. Over half of the subjects
reported never annotating or highlighting electronic documents, whereas
most said they did annotate printed documents.

More recently, the Nielsen team (Pernice, Whitenton & Nielsen,
2011) conducted a study in which they used eye-tracking technology to
document how users interact with websites. They identified patterns in the
way people moved their eyes when reading on the web. Based on the
observation of over three hundred people, they found that people mostly scan
rather than read. When confronted with a large block of text, most people
scan in an F-shaped pattern. Sentences that appear in the middle or towards
the end of the text may go unnoticed.

I experienced this myself a few weeks ago when ordering groceries
online (being a “digital immigrant”, I normally prefer shopping at the
supermarket). When I went into the supermarket website, the first thing I saw
was a popup explaining that due to the Corona crisis there may be delays in
deliveries. I did not read to the end and supposed they were just apologizing
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for delays. I quickly closed the popup to get on with my task of ordering the
groceries. When I was through, the site offered a list of possible delivery
dates. Only a few dates were visible, and when hovering over them they all
displayed the message, “Deliveries not available on this date”. I was very
upset and just left the site. However, a couple of hours later, I decided to try
again (I did need the groceries, after all!). Thankfully, my order was still
there, and this time I read the entire popup. It said that users should refresh
the page where a choice of dates was offered, as available dates were
updated every few minutes. Displaying typical online reading behavior, I had
had little patience to read the message on the popup to the end!

“The act of scanning is like a treasure hunt, where each word fixated
on is another place where the explorer looks for the treasure” (Pernice et al,
2011, p. 14). When scanning on paper, our eyes move quickly over the text
looking for specific information. When scanning digital text, readers can
search for specific information by using the Find feature (Kol & Schcolnik,
2000). In our book (Schcolnik & Feuerstein, 2018) we suggested many
activities that instructors can implement to practice scanning different types
of text (e.g., lists, timelines, tables, or articles) on paper and on screen.

In the late nineties, my colleague Sara Kol and I were already
concerned with the differences between print and screen reading because we
saw that more textbook material was offered online, and in addition to the
difficulty of reading in English, our students would be confronted with a new
medium. In our first study (Kol & Schcolnik, 1997) we found that advanced
EAP students who were not experienced computer readers could neither scan
nor skim texts effectively on screen. We subsequently taught students screen
reading strategies and found that after instruction they were able to scan
better from a screen than from paper and also skim and close read as well as
on paper (Kol & Schcolnik, 2000).

Things have changed a lot since then. Gen Z students have grown up
surrounded by screens and using them to read is second nature to them.
According to Wolf (2018), skimming is the new normal. She claims that we
have changed as readers. We skip a lot of material because we don’t want to
spend the time, and therefore we do not process or analyze what’s in the text.

Moran (2020) summarizes the Nielsen Group’s findings reported in
the 2™ edition of their report How People Read Online: The Eyetracking
Evidence (https://www.nngroup.com/reports/how-people-read-web-
eyetracking-evidence/), which come from a series of studies extending over
13 years, with 500 participants and more than 750 hours of eye-tracking
time. They found that online scanning behavior hasn’t changed, and the main
strategy on the web is still scanning rather than reading. Interestingly, they
found very similar reading patterns across languages, including languages
like Chinese and Arabic.
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When we look at reading strategies, we must differentiate them
according to reading purpose, i.e, reading for information, or reading for
pleasure. When we read for information, we search, skim, scan, and close
read. When reading for pleasure (such as on Kindle), we use strategies that
are similar to those we use when reading a printed book: we mainly page
forward, and occasionally backward to double-check something.

Salmeron & Llorens (2019) researched a new type of instruction of e-
reading strategies combining eye-movement examples and videos to teach
ninth-grade students to plan, monitor, and evaluate their digital reading.
Students saw eye movement examples and heard an audio recording of a
high school student verbalizing what she was thinking while doing the task.
Then they discussed what they had seen and heard. Their results showed that
this type of training can be effective for teaching students to monitor and
evaluate their digital reading.

Attention, concentration, and depth of reading

When reading online, there are many distractions. Baron (2017)
conducted a series of surveys of over 400 university students aged 18-26 in
five different countries. Among other questions, she asked them how likely
they were to multitask while reading, and in which medium they felt they
concentrated best. Students reported they were more likely to multitask when
reading on screen. Regarding concentration, 92% said it was easier to
concentrate when reading print.

In his book, The Shallows (2011), Carr claims that the Internet has a
negative effect on the way we read. On the Internet, concentration and depth
of reading decrease. We browse and scan to gather information but do not
stop to reflect on that information. This was also demonstrated in Liu’s study
(2005), where participants said they spent less time reading in-depth and had
trouble concentrating due to online distractions such as pop-ups.

Deep reading is “the array of sophisticated processes that propel
comprehension and that include inferential and deductive reasoning,
analogical skills, critical analysis, reflection, and insight” (Wolf and
Barzillai, 2009, p. 32). Wolf (2018) laments the fact that we rarely deep read
and relates an experience she had when trying to read a print book she had
read and enjoyed several times in the past but now had trouble getting
through. Baron (2017) says that we are used to using digital platforms for
quick action, such as skimming newspaper headlines or looking up an
address. She wonders whether the meaning of reading is changing to finding
information instead of contemplating and understanding.

I think many of us now feel that we have less patience to embark on a
deep reading of long documents. Aware of this fact, many print newspapers
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have started to highlight important passages in long articles to cater to this
new style of reading.

Comprehension

In a study looking at the effects of reading on screen in a Norwegian
school context (Mangen, Walgermo & Bronnick, 2013), students who read in
print scored significantly better on the reading comprehension test than
students who read the pdf texts digitally. This was true for both narrative and
expository texts.

Clinton (2019) conducted a review and meta-analysis of the research
-- a total of 29 reports between 2008 and 2018 -- on reading from screens as
compared to paper focusing on reading performance, reading times, and
metacognition. Reading from screens had a small negative effect on reading
performance compared to paper. There were no differences between the two
media for reading time. Readers also had a more accurate judgment of their
performance from paper compared to screens.

In an experiment dealing with literary reading and comparing Kindle
and a print book (Mangen, Olivier &Velay, 2019), results showed that
subjects using the Kindle had more trouble localizing events temporally in
the story. There was no difference in reading time, estimated number of
pages, reading comprehension, and narrative engagement, but print readers
had better recall of temporal relations between events and better
reconstruction of the plot. In both media, page numbers were available, and
yet the print readers did better.

A meta-analysis (Delgado et al, 2018) examining recent research
comparing the reading of texts on paper and digital devices revealed an
advantage of paper over digital reading when reading informational or mixed
genres, but not so in narrative texts. The advantage increased in time-
constrained reading compared to self-paced reading. It also increased over
time.

Ackerman & Lauterman (2012) stress that the finding of screen
inferiority under time pressure is especially relevant for computerized tests,
such as the TOEFL, which is administered via the Internet. Policymakers
should take into account possible bias in the results due to the medium.

Preferences: Print or screen?

In Liu’s study (2005) 80% of participants reported always or
frequently printing out electronic documents for reading, and 90% said they
preferred paper as a reading medium. This was also the finding in a larger
and much more recent study. In an international survey (Mizrachi, Salaz,
Kurbanoglu & Boustany, 2018) of academic reading format preferences of
over ten thousand tertiary students carried out in 21 countries from 2014 to
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2016, Mizrachi et al found that the majority of students (78.44%) prefer to
read academic course materials in print. They reported that with print
materials they could focus better and their retention was better. They were
also more likely to reread, highlight, and annotate printed materials.
Preference for print was consistent worldwide. For most of the students, the
language of the text did not influence their preferences. Dennis (2011), on
the other hand, strongly believes that paper textbooks will be replaced by e-
textbooks. System logs at the University of Indiana showed that 68% of
students did not print a single page. In the survey, most students (87%)
reported reading the e-textbook rather than the printed textbook.

COST (European Cooperation in Science and Technology) E-READ
(Evolution of reading in the age of digitization) aims to improve our
understanding of the influence of digitization on reading practices and to find
ways to take advantage of both “paper and digital technologies across age
groups and purposes” (Stavanger Declaration, p. 1). The team of 200
scholars from across Europe focused mainly on comprehension and retention
when using print versus digital materials and made a series of
recommendations for both research and practice. They stress the importance
of the cooperation of educators, reading experts, psychologists, and
technologists.

Implications for education

What are the implications of all this research for education? Our
students are either millennials or Gen Z (Dimock, 2019), or using Prensky’s
term, “digital natives” who think and process information differently from
older generations (Prensky, 2001, Part 1, p. 2). They are “native speakers” of
the digital language. I believe that just as native speakers of a language need
to learn how to listen and read with comprehension and how to communicate
effectively orally and in writing in their first language, so do digital natives,
and educators should teach them sound, effective e-reading strategies. They
grew up surrounded by technology, and yet, educators need to make sure
they learn effective digital literacy skills, as well as print literacy skills
(Scheolnik & Feuerstein, 2018).

I believe that for students to become good readers of digital text,
besides being aware of the options and tools available, and being competent
in navigating and interacting with the digital text, they need to know how to
select reliable content and how to apply effective reading strategies to
process the text. Teaching digital natives reflection and critical thinking is an
interesting challenge (Prensky, 2001, Part 2). Even though recent research
shows the inferiority of screens as compared to paper concerning reading
comprehension, digital reading is now an integral part of most educational
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systems, and it is therefore important to help students develop effective
digital reading strategies (Delgado, Vargas, Ackerman & Salmeron, 2018).

3. How do you go about assessing and evaluating a student's reading rate,
reading comprehension on an e-book, or is it even necessary?

Even though reading rate is closely related to reading fluency and can
therefore influence reading comprehension, I do not usually assess reading
rate. It is true that indirectly, a slow reading rate could be problematic, both
in test situations, where there is a time limit and in real life, where most
people have limited time! However, reading rate should not be any different
on screen and on paper. Factors such as word recognition affect rate in both
media.

English language students may struggle with word recognition in
English well after they have achieved a good reading rate in L1, because
good reading does not automatically transfer into second language reading
unless native-language proficiency has been reached. For students whose L1
uses the same alphabetic system as English, reaching a suitable reading rate
in English will be less difficult than for those whose L1 uses a different
system, provided they have learned English sound-letter correspondences
and have enough vocabulary knowledge to deal with the text.

As for reading comprehension, comprehension should be assessed in
both media. Most reading comprehension tests (regardless of medium)
include global questions, tapping, for example, text organization, the purpose
of the text, main ideas, sequence of events, and conclusions. Also, they
include questions that deal with local information such as facts,
generalizations, and examples.

The strategies used to arrive at the answers will be different for
digital text, and we need to make sure that our students know how to go
about using them. For example, in our book (Schcolnik & Feuerstein, 2018),
when dealing with finding information in texts, we devote separate sections
for paper and screen strategies and encourage teachers to explicitly teach the
strategies.

Reading on the Internet, however, is not merely reading from a
screen. It is a different type of reading, and therefore, instructors need to
make sure that assessment tasks are suitable for online reading. According to
Coiro (2009), online reading comprehension assessment should take into
account how the concept of literacy is changing. A typical Internet-based
reading assignment “requires students to generate appropriate search
requests, sift through disparate sources to locate their own texts, synthesize
the most reliable and relevant information within those texts, and respond
with online communication tools such as an e-mail message or blog post” (p.

59).

10
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4) Do you ever ask a student or learner to read parts of an e-book aloud to
you to assess fluency?

Grabe (2009) raises the question of whether L2 students can read
with comprehension even when reading slowly, and explains that in
academic settings, fluency can help students deal with the long texts they are
assigned. He defines fluency in reading as “the ability to read rapidly with
ease and accuracy and to read with appropriate expression and phrasing” (p.
291).

There are many arguments against reading aloud in L2 classrooms,
such as the fact it’s boring and anxiety-provoking, it interferes rather than
facilitates comprehension, it is not a skill that many people need, and it could
be demotivating for students. But there are also possible benefits, such as the
fact it can help students make connections between sounds and letters,
develop fluency, improve pronunciation and intonation, and it can be used as
a diagnostic tool (Gibson, 2008).

Some students are more willing than others to read aloud in class.
Many are embarrassed to ‘perform’ in front of their classmates. Therefore, I
encourage students to practice reading aloud at home and sometimes ask
them to record their voices, so I can assess pronunciation and fluency. This
gives students a chance to practice a passage several times before recording
their voices. The technique constitutes a learning opportunity as well as an
assessment task. Repeated reading has been shown to have positive effects
on both fluency and comprehension (Grabe, 2009), and this can be done by
students at home. Depending on the level of the course, a recorded model
could be provided.

5) Are there any specific reading tests that you employ with your various
students?

In institutions of higher education in Israel, students who do not get
exempted from English courses in the psychometric exam (the higher
education entrance exam) need to take one or more EAP courses, depending
on their level. The final exam in the exit-level course presents students with a
set of questions on an authentic academic text. The questions demand
comprehension of the main points made by the author and evaluation of the
coherence and validity of the arguments presented as support. But in the
courses, many alternative methods of assessment are used concurrently with
traditional tests. These include portfolios, oral reports, group projects,
individual written reports, peer assessment, self-assessment, pair quizzing,
outlines, and the preparation of handouts for an oral report.

Several years ago [ gave a presentation at the University
Teachers of English Language in Israel (UTELI 2009) conference titled
Breaking Down the “One-Size-Fits-All” Barrier in Language Assessment. 1

11
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suggested students should be offered assessment choices; for example, the
choice of whether to read the text on screen or on paper during tests.
However, I also stressed the importance of using other forms of evaluation
besides tests. Courses should include task-based assessment, where students
demonstrate their language knowledge by creating webpages, blogs,
podcasts, or digital stories, giving oral presentations, and making flowcharts
or graphics to represent what they have read.

It is true that there are problems with task-based or alternative
language assessment, such as consistency, generalizability, and reliability.
However, if this type of assessment is combined with more traditional
measures, the final grade should be representative of the students’ work and
achievements.

An example of alternative assessment that I used in my Advanced
EAP courses for engineering students was the option to do a final webpage
development project for the course. Those who chose to do the project
(instead of another task) received guidelines for webpage development (DOs
and DON’Ts and a list of required and optional components) as well as a
checklist of the assessment criteria I would use to assess their work. They
were encouraged to use the criteria to evaluate their project before
submitting it.

One of the required components of the webpage was a podcast or
recording of the students’ voices, in which they could summarize important
information on the subject they researched, discuss their own views, etc. The
recording was worth 30% of the grade, broken down into three components,
clarity, fluency, and use of relevant vocabulary. The rest of the webpage was
worth 70%, including credit for the organization, introduction, conclusion,
language, bibliography, suitability of sources, reliability of the information,
format, and esthetics. When asked why they had chosen to do the webpage
project, several reasons were given, such as “thought it would be fun”,
“wanted to learn how to do a webpage”, “like new challenges”, but over 60%
of the students said for them it was easier to do things on the computer than
in front of the class.

Webpage publishing is yet another example of an assessment option
that also provides a learning opportunity. To create the webpage students had
to research a topic, synthesize the information, organize it, find visuals to
accompany the text, record their narration, and finally publish their pages.
While doing the final project they learned both language skills and web
literacy skills. The motivation was high. The task involved critical reading,
synthesis of various sources, writing, speaking, in other words, purposeful
language use.

Most texts in our courses are now offered online, and some students
prefer reading on screen, so the option of tests on the screen should be

12
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offered. Obviously, in large-scale standardized tests, it is more difficult to
offer options. However, this is sometimes done. For example, in Israel, NITE
(National Institute for Testing and Evaluation) is responsible for the
psychometric test (See https://www.nite.org.il/psychometric-entrance-
test/about-the-test/?lang=en), which is the entrance test for all higher
education institutions in the country. Students can also take the English
section separately. The English test assesses English language proficiency
and there is a computerized version of the test as well. Students can choose
whether to take the regular version or the computer version. The grade is
then used by academic institutions for placement purposes.

6) You have developed some online learning environments- What are your
concerns about student's ability to read what is on those learning
management systems and their ability to navigate around them?

Reading what is on the systems is, for the most part, a matter of good
web typography. Material input by the instructor, such as tutorials,
guidelines for tasks, lists of resources, and others should have fonts that are
consistent and large enough. Reading materials that come from other
sources, however, may be pdf files, doc, HTML, or ppt files, and reading
them will imply the issues I discussed in question 2. In general, our students
manage well reading the materials on the course OLEs (online learning
environments).

Regarding navigation, I am concerned about how the content is
organized (or not) in these environments. Most learning management
systems offer good options that can be exploited by the developer (usually
the instructor). such as tools for collaboration, assessment, and content
presentation, but not all developers develop organized environments.

Rich OLEs provide opportunities for searching for information and
meaningful interaction and cooperation, course materials, suggested sources
of additional materials and tools, and assessment components. They should
be organized to avoid disorientation and should be a friendly environment
where students can navigate the materials without encountering barriers and
difficulties. Students should always know where things are and how to find
them. Northcote (2008) suggests the OLE could include advice on how
students can “negotiate their way through the maze of information, activities,
and resources” (p. 681), such as sitemaps or tips.

When the instructional objectives are made clear, grasping the
organization of the OLE should not be an arduous task! To avoid the
disorientation that can occur on the Internet when following hyperlinks and
not knowing how to get back to the source, the OLE should provide a
HOME for the user to return to.
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7) How do you decide at what grade level an EFL textbook should be
written?

Usually, the decision of what level a book should be is determined by
perceived need. For example, when a new curriculum for the schools is
published by the Ministry of Education. The official curriculum is prepared
by a curriculum subcommittee of the ministry, consisting of the Chief
Inspector for English Language Education and academic counselors and
consultants from different universities and colleges. The new curriculum is
always based on current research in second language learning and specifies
the language skills students are required to develop in English at each level
of study. The approach and recommendations of the curriculum need to be
reflected in the textbooks.

Therefore, when a new curriculum is published, textbook writers
develop new textbooks for various levels. Every new textbook for the school
system requires approval by the Ministry of Education before it can be used
in the schools. It is often the case that writers decide on a series of textbooks
(rather than single books) for several levels (for example, junior high). The
series is then designed with a common philosophy or approach to language
learning. All books in the series thereby share general goals, skills, and
organization. However, each book in the series incorporates the specific
skills, functions, structures, and vocabulary recommended for the grade level
it is intended for.

8) What digital tools are out there to help students who have reading
problems?

Many new tools can help students with reading problems. There are
different kinds of reading problems, but I’ll focus here on dyslexia, which is
the type we most frequently encounter in my department. Dyslexics have
problems reading in a foreign language, especially if the foreign language
uses a different sound-symbol system. At the college level, the demands for
rapid and efficient reading comprehension skills put LD (learning disability)
students at high risk for failure in foreign language classes, due to their
phonological processing deficits (Downey, Snyder & Hill, 2000).

In Israel, by the time students get to university, they have studied 8 or
9 years of English in school and may have a good command of listening and
speaking skills as well as a fair command of reading. However, while most
content courses are conducted in Hebrew, most reading requirements are in
English. Students need to be able to read well in English so they can succeed
in their specific academic disciplines. Coping with long academic texts in
English is particularly challenging for LD students.

Allow me a bit of history here: In the late nineteen eighties, my
colleague, the late Yedida Heymans, took it upon herself to find ways of
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helping dyslexic students who needed to take English courses in our
department. At the time, there were fewer technologies available, articles
used in courses were read on paper, and the texts for reading comprehension
tests were on paper as well.

The first commercial reading machine for the blind was developed by
Kurzweil Computer Products in 1975
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reading machine). Reading machines could
scan text and using optical character recognition and speech synthesis could
read the text out loud. Tel Aviv University had several machines available in
libraries that could also be used by LD students, but Yedida knew that we
needed to offer access to TTS (text to speech) to more students than was
possible in the library.

Yedida was always looking for ways of helping LD students. Before
they even started their English courses, she would interview every student
that had officially been diagnosed as dyslexic by the office of the Dean of
Students. She had prepared a set of enlarged texts on different color paper
and she would check which background color the student felt most
comfortable with. She then informed the course instructor of the results, and
that was the color of the paper on which that student’s tests were especially
printed and enlarged.

In addition, she obtained a budget to buy TTS software, which could
be used by the students in our Learning Center for reading assignments and
tests. While other students read and answered test questions on paper, LD
students had a special time slot in the Learning Center where they could use
the TTS software while reading the texts on the computer screen. She also
recruited English-speaking volunteers who would record all the texts
required for each of the various level courses. Dyslexic students could then
borrow the tapes for the semester to help them when reading long articles for
homework. Years later online TTS programs started to be available, and
nowadays text-to-speech technology is used widely in educational settings
(Wood, Moxley, Tighe & Wagner, 2018).

A colleague recounted the following anecdote some years ago: One
of her dyslexic students was getting very low grades on tests, but as soon as
she suggested that he come to the Learning Center and use the TTS program
daily, and of course also for tests, the student started getting much higher
grades. Now, of course, students can use TTS programs on their laptops or
phones, as TTS programs are available online. For example, Read Aloud is a
TTS Chrome and Firefox extension that converts webpage text to audio. It
offers a wide variety of languages, voices, and speeds. Another example is
TTSReader (ttsreader.com). It is also important to note that the quality of
TTS has improved greatly in the last few years.
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Regarding the physical characteristic of text, it is no longer necessary
to print enlarged texts on different color papers. Most digital text displays
can be customized. By changing the text size, color, and background, font,
line spacing, and word spacing, readers with difficulties can obtain much
more readable text.

The results of a study to measure the effect of different background
colors on-screen readability (Rello & Bigham, 2017) showed that
background colors have a significant impact on readability. Warm
background colors significantly improved both reading performance and
reading time. The researchers pointed out that people with dyslexia may
especially benefit from the use of suitable background colors.

9) What are the assessment/evaluation issues in e-reading- particularly if
you have instructors who only use e-books and PDFs?

In courses in which instructors only employ digital texts, tests and
other types of assessment should be on computers as well, to ensure validity.
However, certain practical problems can impact the decision to do the test
using computers. If the test is administered in a computer lab, then the
Internet must be disconnected to avoid cheating. If the test is done on the
students’ laptops, it is more difficult to achieve such a neutral environment.
How can instructors make sure students are not communicating with others
during the test? Or using resources they were not supposed to access?

On the other hand, if all texts are read on-screen and the exam is
administered on paper, the medium is likely to bias and invalidate the results.
As discussed in question 2, the strategies used for reading from a screen and
paper are different, so how can we expect students who are used to activating
reading strategies on screen deal with printed texts on tests?

In an ideal world, tests should tap critical thinking, the ability to
synthesize information, views, or arguments from different sources, reflect,
solve problems, evaluate, and apply the knowledge acquired. Perhaps this
kind of test can be administered on computers regardless of the risks
mentioned above, simply because students do not need to regurgitate “the
right answers” but rather are expected to provide their answers and sufficient
support.

10) A global question: How has PowerPoint changed reading and the
reading process? It seems that many students eschew the text and hope to
survive a course just by reviewing PowerPoints.

I don’t think PowerPoint has changed the reading process, but
perhaps what you are asking about is related to how we all now read, with
less patience or willingness to read in-depth (as I discussed in question 2). |
don’t have any personal experience with that, since language teaching is
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normally interactive, and the ‘“PowerPoint syndrome” applies mainly to
lecture courses. I have some ideas, though, as to how to possibly cure this
affliction.

In a study that investigated the effect of PowerPoint on content
learning (Pros, Tarrida, Martin & Amores, 2013), the researchers compared
content delivered in two modes, one with PowerPoint and the other with the
aid of the blackboard. Students were assessed immediately after the lecture.
The results showed significantly higher scores for the blackboard condition.
This is not necessarily related to your question about reading but may be due
to the students’ passivity while following PowerPoint bullets in a lecture.

There have been studies dealing with the provision of PowerPoint
slides and how this affects attendance and performance (e.g., Worthington &
Levasseur, 2015), and studies looking at whether it is better to provide partial
or full notes (e.g., Cornelius, 2008, cited in Worthington & Levasseur, 2015).
In one class the PowerPoint slides had complete lecture notes, and in the
other, the slides only included limited information such as headlines or
definitions. Their results showed that students who were given partial notes
performed better.

Interestingly, in the MA program in philosophy and business at the
Copenhagen Business School, the use of PowerPoint in lectures was banned,
although lecturers are allowed to use PowerPoint slides for images, videos,
or important quotes (Sorensen, 2015).

Lectures transmit information and do not necessarily encourage
reflection, participation, or expansion. It’s the “sage on the stage” model
aided by technology rather than the “guide on the side” model. So, what can
we do about this? Perhaps when the slides contain ALL the information, they
become a form of spoon-feeding. As shown in the study by Cornelius
(2008), it seems best not to have full-blown notes on the slides. The slides
can have pointers, illustrations, provocative questions, problems, or
dilemmas. I believe we need to make sure students participate actively in the
lesson. The presentation can act as the stimulus or trigger to start a
discussion based on the readings that were assigned beforehand. If this is the
model adopted, the slides can be provided before the lecture and students
would have no choice but to read the literature, to come to class prepared to
answer the questions.

I think there is no need to ban PowerPoint, but it should be used
differently --so students will not be able to take the PowerPoint shortcut and
avoid reading the source texts.

11) What have I neglected to ask?
You did not ask about the use of audiobooks or podcasts for learning.
I have been an audiobook fan since 2002, and I listen for pleasure whenever
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I have a chance, mainly while driving. However, I am also intrigued by the
potential of using audio -- not just audiobooks, but also podcasts and online
talks -- in education. Not only have audiobooks become widely accepted in
education, but they are also an integral part of many library collections
(Moyer, 2012).

A study (Daniel and Woody, 2010) comparing the retention of
students listening to podcasts to that of students reading the text showed that
performance was better for the reading group. The researchers suggest that
podcasts could be a good supplement to content delivered in texts. Another
study (Rogowsky, Calhoun & Tallal, 2016), however, yielded quite different
results. The study investigated the effect of input mode -- e-text, audio, or
both simultaneously -- on comprehension and 2-week retention of a non-
fiction book. The subjects were native English-speaking college graduates.
The results showed no statistically significant differences among the
comprehension and retention scores in the three modes. The authors suggest
that the difference from the results in the Daniel & Woody study may be due
to the fact that in the Daniel & Woody study participants were allowed to
review the content before taking the test, and it may have proven harder to
review the content in the podcast condition.

In the tertiary education context, audio podcasts can bring to students
the voices of experts in a variety of fields, and provide new learning and
reviewing opportunities, and enhanced note-taking skills, among other
benefits. I believe there is no reason to substitute written texts with audio,
but audio files, which can be available anywhere and anytime can constitute
a great supplement to a course. In the case of EAP courses, podcasts can be
used as assistive technology to help LD students, and also as regular features
accompanied by listening comprehension questions or tasks. They can also
allow for exposure to a variety of English accents, thus broadening the
students’ ability to understand more than one variety of spoken English.
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