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Given the social impact and the transformation of the teaching–learning process 
enhanced by new technologies, online language learning has been established as a 
field of study that has been approached primarily from the perspective of peda-
gogical themes. In the context of the LinguApp research project developed at the 
University of Córdoba (Spain),1 we aim to evaluate the technical quality of a group 
of English teaching websites for self-directed learning. The analysis is based on 
functionality and usability aspects through the use of a specifically designed check-
list, created and preliminarily implemented in the early development phase of this 
study. To complete the design of the checklist before external validation, we offer a 
comparative study of four renowned websites from the LinguApp corpus: ESOL-
Courses, BBC, British Council and Cambridge English.2 These preliminary results 
allow to identify the strengths and weaknesses of these language learning websites 
by subjecting the data to qualitative and quantitative analysis, while they shed light 
on the need to strengthen web performance and so reinforce autonomous language 
students’ experience.

Keywords: technology-enhanced learning; informal English learning; self-directed 
learning; website technical quality; website evaluation

Introduction

Language learning using online resources has become increasingly relevant in recent 
decades. Advantages of e-learning technologies can largely explain the learners’ 

1 With support from the Fundación Pública Centro de Estudios Andaluces (The Andalusian 
Studies Centre). LinguApp is a research project (ref. no. PRY 208/17) aimed at designing 
a free, open-access app and web service in order to provide access to tools that have been 
specifically selected and evaluated to learn foreign languages (Spanish and English).
2 ‘English for Speakers of Other Languages, or ESOL, refers to learning English as a 
new resident in a English-speaking country. ESOL is similar to ESL. It can be com-
pared with EFL, which refers to learning and using English as an additional language 
in a non-English speaking country.’ Retrieved from https://www.teachingenglish.org.
uk/article/esol (Accessed June 16th 2020).
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preference and the institutional support for the use of new technologies in language 
learning outside formal education (European Commission 2008). Consequently, 
the English language teaching market is changing to be able to respond to the new 
demands of consumers for more personalised and flexible services and products 
(British Council 2018, p. 15).

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) play a key role in language 
learning outside of the classroom setting since they support different learning styles. As 
a clear example of a context where these technologies have a significant effect, this study 
focuses on informal education or self-learning activity. This learning context is defined 
as the one that ‘is taken to be less organised and structured [than formal and non-
formal education], but is nevertheless characterised by the intention to learn’ (Ingham, 
Ingham, and Afonso 2014, p. 4). Indeed, ‘out-of-class learning with technology com-
prises an essential context of second language development’ (Lai, Hu, and Lyu 2017, 
p. 114) to such extent that technology-enhanced language learning (TELL) has received 
increasing attention in studies on language acquisition in the digital age (Healey 2016).

Among the variety of learning experiences and resources available, we will focus 
on websites that are considered tools that offer great possibilities in language learning 
(Kir and Kayak 2013; Son 2005). However, despite significant progress in digital tech-
nologies as tools for learning, there is still much work to be done on how to exploit 
and integrate them to make websites more effective for language instruction (Aguayo 
and Ramírez 2019; Gütl et al. 2013).

Certainly, there is generally little research on out-of-class, self-directed language 
learning through the use of online platforms (Ho 2018) and, more specifically, on 
the pedagogical and technical usability of language learning sites (Stevenson and Liu 
2010). Although technical usability has been regarded as a ‘self-evident requirement’ in 
this type of learning resource (Hadjerrouit 2010b, p. 58), remarkable technical weak-
nesses have been identified within the context of the LinguApp project (Aguayo and 
Ramírez 2019). Besides, this research challenges to provide an alternative approach to 
the traditional studies on online language teaching and learning, frequently explored 
from a pedagogical perspective (Kessler 2011).

By implementing the draft checklist based on functionality and usability aspects, 
we aim to gain in-depth insight into optimal web functionality and usability criteria, 
and complete the development phase of the proposed assessment tool. The prelimi-
nary findings reveal that there is a need to concentrate on this dimension while con-
tributing to overcoming the existing lack of research on language teaching website 
evaluation (Moreno and Risueño 2018).

Website quality characteristics: functionality and usability

According to Rocha and Brandão (2011, p. 376), ‘the technical dimension is related 
to how the content and services are assembled and made available on a website’. The 
evaluation of this dimension is based on software quality models which are represented 
mainly by the ISO 9126 standard (2001) and its successor ISO 25010 (2011) (ibid.). 
Almost all existing checklists made up by different authors and referenced in our study 
are based on ISO 9126. However, both standards present a high degree of similarity 
concerning the quality characteristics we analyse in this paper. The quality model 
frameworks established by these standards consist of six common characteristics: 
functionality, reliability, usability, efficiency, maintainability and portability. Security 
and compatibility are characteristics added in the newest standard ISO 25010, which 
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also includes, as a usability sub-characteristic, a vitally important feature nowadays: 
accessibility. Since the reviewed checklists rely on ISO 9126, accessibility is not present 
in them, neither has it been evaluated in this study. We consider it is a very wide issue 
which covers many areas, so it should be addressed  in an  independent  study. The 
draft checklist created by the authors (Aguayo and Ramírez 2019), which will be reused 
in this study, focuses exclusively on two of the quality characteristics proposed by 
both ISO standards: functionality and usability, characteristics directly related to the 
user. More specifically, functionality provides functions to satisfy the user’s needs and 
usability measures the user’s effort when using the product (Dugalic and Mishev 2012).

As a means to analyse the quality of any feature of a website, we first need to take 
into account that a website is a technology-based product. It is crucial to know the 
characteristics of a website as a genre, but more importantly, to envision the website 
as a new reality for teaching and learning: a system with a different way to map, 
structure and present content with respect to traditional genres (i.e. textbooks).

Shepherd and Watters (1999) declare that web genres are characterised by three 
main components: content, form and functionality. Content and form are the 
intratextual dimensions of any text, but functionality is exclusive to cybergenres. In 
fact, functionality is the feature which best defines them as ‘it encompasses all the 
capabilities afforded by the web medium’ (ibid.).

Functionality comprises, on the one hand, the technology or technologies involved 
in the development of a website that must be technically appropriate for the general 
functions, tasks and objectives (Gledec 2005). Moreover, on the other hand, specific 
technology required depending on the website particular purpose. This technology 
will define ‘the extent to which the available e-learning system provides expected 
results or effects for specified tasks and user objectives’ (Padayachee, Kotzé, and Van 
der Merwe 2010). This means that functionality determines technical performance 
and the specific services or functions a site offers (Fogg et al. 2002). These aspects are 
referred, respectively, to as Adequacy of technology and Accuracy of technology for the 
specific purpose on the checklist designed by the authors (Aguayo and Ramírez 2019).

Hypertextuality can be considered the most defining characteristic of functionality in 
the web medium because it represents the basic and most important distinction (content 
structure and cohesion) between traditional textual genres and web genres. Hypertext 
is a non-linear, non-sequential modality of content organisation, writing and reading, 
which affects the way users access, find and use web contents. There is not a defined or 
monolinear order which determines the way the user must read or consult the content, 
that is, the ‘movement’ (navigation) between the different textual nodes can be made in 
many different directions. Thus, the web structure would be, in Brockmann, Horton, and 
Brock’s words (1989, p.183), the most unpredictable and confusing for the user, with a 
greater risk of experiencing problems when using and navigating through the content. 
This can explain the fact that navigation is present on many reviewed web quality evalua-
tion checklists. This dimension is not only conceived as a technical or functionality aspect 
that defines movement between the information nodes of the website, but also as an 
important usability feature that allows the user to operate and understand the website.3

Interactivity is another sub-characteristic which applies to both functionality and 
usability dimensions: it is a functionality-dependent issue, that is, it is based on web 
functionality quality and technology innovations. Nonetheless, interactivity affects 

3 Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 (2018). Available at https://www.
w3.org/TR/WCAG21/.
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usability quality because it provides capabilities for users to interact with the website 
in order to operate it.

According to Cassidy (2015, p. 124), ‘the interactivity offered within a website is 
a positive consumer motivator because it allows the user integration, the engagement 
with website content, and the dialogue between website and user. But this component 
gets even more attention in the specific context of autonomous learning: learning is 
an interactive process between the student and the learning environment, an environ-
ment represented by the website in this learning modality. 

In the e-learning context, usability requirements are twofold (Hadjerrouit 2007, 
p. 41): technical usability and pedagogical usability. Technical usability is related to 
the general concept of usability with regard to the website as a technical product. 
Technical usability of a website for second language learning is focused on conve-
nience, practicability and use for the learner (ibid.), that is, a virtual environment with 
good information structure resulting from proper management of contents as well as 
a correct page design (Nielsen 1999). 

On the other hand, pedagogical usability is the part of usability aimed at 
supporting the learning process (Hadjerrouit 2010a, p. 119). It is directly related to 
educational aspects and learning theories (Hadjerrouit 2007, p. 40). Fully aware of the 
interdependence of technology, pedagogy and content as the main features in web-
based learning resources (Hadjerrouit 2010b, pp. 56–57), we have identified the need 
to contribute to research in the technical assessment of language learning websites: 
‘technical quality is another important determinant of the quality of e-learning, and 
technical problems strongly influence the overall success and satisfaction of users’ 
(Al-Fraihat, Joy, and Sinclair 2018, p. 63). These considerations are reinforced by the 
ideas of Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2004, p. 4237): 

No matter how pedagogically effective the content may be, it is of little use if  the 
learner is unable to locate it in a poorly organized website. Pedagogical usability, 
then, is based upon principles of general [technical] usability. […] Technical usability 
is therefore the basis for the other three levels, whilst not being sufficient by itself.

Thus, the analysis of technical usability becomes the starting point that will also 
motivate meeting the challenges of pedagogical usability in further research (Son and 
Park 2012, p. 139). 

Nielsen (2012) defines [technical] usability as a quality attribute that assesses how 
easy a product is to use, linked to methods for improving ease of use during the design 
process. Ease of use (also referred to as ‘learnability’ in both ISO standards) is a usability 
sub-characteristic defined as ‘the degree to which the software product makes it easy 
for users to operate and control it’ (ISO/IEC 25010). This quality attribute is crucial 
when learning to operate the product, exploring new features, remembering names of 
commands and performing tasks (Padayachee, Kotzé, and Van der Merwe 2010). To 
evaluate these elements, checklist indicators for this sub-characteristic must focus on 
the web structure, content organisation and order, as well as coherence between parts 
(Aguayo and Ramírez 2019). Other important usability aspects are: (1) intelligibility 
(also labelled as ‘understandability’), which constitutes a first and decisive step towards 
the website being easily understandable for the user; and (2) operability, which measures 
the level of web control or operation by the user with as little effort as possible.

Finally, websites are visual by nature, so their ease and satisfaction of use depend 
on the user’s visual perception, which, in turn, is determined by design. This explains 
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why all the aforementioned usability aspects depend on web design and why it is 
included on all the reviewed checklists. Web design is related to the web’s aesthetics, 
that is, the presentation and disposition of elements in the interface, and it contributes 
to usability by being visually clean, simple, understandable and consistent. 

In the following section, we define the research method used to conduct 
the study, which has been designed according to the web quality characteristics and 
sub-characteristics previously described.

Research objectives and methodology

This study builds upon both the technical evaluation process during the first phase of 
the LinguApp project (stage 1) and the results of our first preliminary study (stage 2). 
Our paper offers an examination of the technical quality of the selected EFL (English 
as a Foreign Language) websites currently available online for self-learning. By using 
the draft checklist generated from the outputs of the previous two stages (Aguayo 
and Ramírez 2019), we aim to identify their strengths and limitations after assessing 
the main functionality and usability features. This effort can lead to a better design 
of the resources for more effective task performance on language learning websites 
and prevent learners from abandoning a website that may hinder successful learning.

Although the nature of this research is mainly qualitative, as it seeks to explore 
and interpret the qualitative aspects of the phenomenon under investigation, data 
collected were analysed using quantitative techniques such as frequency count 
and percentages. Therefore, opportunities for improvement can be identified in the 
resources after conducting the comparative study. This analysis will also help to deter-
mine the completion of the development phase for the design of the assessment tool 
before external validation.

Research objectives
More specifically, the specific objectives defined within the limits of this study at stage 
3 include the following: 

•	 Qualitatively analyse a selection of  three free EFL websites for autonomous 
learning included in the website corpus of the LinguApp project.

•	 Conduct a comparative study by quantifying the results from the analysis of the 
three EFL websites: BBC English, British Council, Cambridge English (WEBTE-
SELCORP corpus4), in contrast with the preliminary data from ESOL Courses.5

•	 Identify and describe the categories and subcategories with the highest number 
of  deficiencies and strengths. This will mainly contribute to determine what 
functionality and usability aspects should be qualitatively improved for each 
resource.

4 WEBTESELCORP stands for Web Testing for English Self-Learning Corpus.
5 1. � BBC–Learning English: http://www.bbc.co.uk/learningenglish/english/ (from 

‘Lower intermediate’ to ‘Towards Advance’ sections)
2. � British Council – Learning English (Skills): http://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/skills
3. � Cambridge English – Learning English: https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/

learning-english/activities-for-learners/?rows=12
4.  ESOL Courses: https://www.esolcourses.com/ 
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Research key stages
During the development of this research, subsequent key stages are represented in 
Figure 1 as follows:

Figure 1.  Research key stages.

Firstly, the technical evaluation form created and implemented during stage 1 
was particularly useful as an initial approach.6 The design and validation process of 
this starting tool was conducted according to the scientific parameters that assure 
its validity and usability (Gómez-Parra, Huertas-Abril, and Espejo-Mohedano 
2019, p.  74). From this experience, it was agreed that a deeper analysis of the 
technical dimension was required after determining serious technical weaknesses 
that considerably prevailed over the content strengths. At this point, the following 
selection criteria for the website corpus were established according to the aims of the 
project and also in accordance with this study:

•	 Web genre: websites (unlike other resources available on the web: i.e., social net-
works, virtual learning platforms, etc.). 

•	 Learning context: autonomous learning, informal education.
•	 Purpose of learning: to learn or improve English language learning skills.
•	 Availability and ease of access: free, open-access websites.
•	 Authorship: websites owned by official institutions, academic entities or English 

teaching publishing companies. 

In stage 2, a checklist was specifically created and implemented to analyse the ESOL 
Courses website. This evaluation tool was designed so that the analysis covered the 
essential aspects of web functionality and usability. Hence, our work is based on 
an extensive reading of the most relevant literature in this regard – particularly the 
ISO 9126 and 25010 Quality Models for external and internal quality (ISO 9126-1, 
p. 2000) – together with an exhaustive selection of checklists from noteworthy stud-
ies on technical website evaluation, some of them on learning websites: Boklaschuk 

6 Refer to Gómez-Parra, Huertas-Abril and Espejo-Mohedano (2019, p. 79) to access 
the final version of the technical evaluation form within the LinguApp project (ref. no. 
PRY 208/17).

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v28.2353
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and Caisse 2001; Moustakis et al. 2004; Gledec 2005; Aly 2008; Membrate 2010; 
Padayachee, Kotzé, and Van der Merwe 2010; Hasan and Abuelrub 2011; Devi and 
Sharma 2016. This literature background has guided the selection, establishing and 
designation of categories, subcategories and specific evaluation items (Aguayo and 
Ramírez 2019, p. 6–10). A summary outline of the checklist design and implementa-
tion processes to better understand the WEBTESELCORP analysis is included below:

Table 1.  Description of the two main categories and their four subcategories within the check-
list (design phase).

1. Check fields (checklist design phase)

1. FUNCTIONALITY 2. USABILITY

1.1. Navigation 2.1. Intelligibility
1.2. Adequancy of technology 2.2. Ease of use
1.3. Interactive functionality 2.3. Operability
1.4. Accuracy of technology for the specific purpose 2.4. Design

As we can see in Table 1, we distinguish two main categories (Functionality and 
Usability) established in the checklist design phase. A series of subcategories can be 
identified in each category. These dimensions are present without exception in the 
checklists examined and in the ISO 9126 and 25010 standards, and so considered rele-
vant to our research objectives. In the previous section, we have offered the theoretical 
foundations that support the design and selection of the elements that compose this 
evaluation tool. 

Functionality subcategories and items focus on technological issues: on one hand, 
the website’s proper hypertextual functioning, that is, the possibility of accessing and 
navigating all parts of the website and other linked external resources. On the other 
hand, the level of user performance allowed by the website’s technology both in the 
general technical and learning-specific dimensions.

Usability is concentrated in aspects related to the user’s understanding and con-
trol of the resource so that they can use and operate it with as little effort as possible. 
For a website, these aspects depend on a proper and logical web structure, coherence 
between sections, more explicit instructions and user guidance on how to proceed and 
how to move throughout the website. 

The evaluation process was similar to the one carried out in the technical assess-
ment for ESOL Courses at stage 2: the two authors analysed the three selected web-
sites as evaluators so that their adequacy in terms of technical quality could be verified 
according to the checklist criteria. Taking into account that this study is primarily 
exploratory, reaching consensus from statistical insights was not intended in this 
work; thus, both experts tested each website individually and exchanged the informa-
tion registered. A few slight discrepancies – caused by misrecorded or missing data – 
were reviewed jointly by performing a second in-depth analysis of the resources. As 
soon as the responses were sufficiently justified and agreed, they were considered as 
definitive.

The establishment of specific criteria to complete the checklist helped the evaluators 
to come to consensus by selecting one of the three suggested fields for each item. These 
fields for item evaluation are shown in Table 2: total or partial compliance (green and 
yellow, respectively) or the absence of items being studied within WEBTESELCORP 
(displayed in red):

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v28.2353
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Table 2.  Description of the three fields for item evaluation (checklist completion phase).

2. Item evaluation fields (checklist completion phase)

•  Green: YES, the item has been met (positive responses)
•  Red: NO, the item has not been met (negative responses)
•  �Yellow: if  the item is not fulfilled even once, it will be considered only PARTIALLY met 

(partial responses)

By following this methodology, and once the research objectives and the study 
corpus have precisely been defined, the results from the proposed analysis are dis-
cussed in the section below.

Data analysis

In this section, we present the preliminary results of the analysis of functionality and 
usability (categories 1 and 2) in the WEBTESELCORP corpus. After completing the 
checklist, we will carry out a comparative study between all the websites, including 
ESOL Courses from our previous work (Aguayo and Ramírez 2019).

Functionality assessment
‘Navigation’ is the first subcategory within Functionality. It consists of a total of eight 
items related to the operation of buttons, functioning of links, the loading of content 
and the visualisation of dynamic components. In short, all those elements that allow 
us to visualise the content and move through the different sections on the website.

The evaluation for this subcategory has been highly satisfactory in the three 
resources analysed, with all resulting in positive outcomes, except for the two partially 
complete subcategories in ESOL Courses (see Table 3).7 These findings indicate that 
this website shows poorer quality for items 1.1.2. and 1.1.4. corresponding to the 
functioning of external links and the performance of the links on the website.

Secondly, the results for the ‘Adequacy of technology’ and ‘Interactive functionality’ 
subcategories are combined and presented in Table 4.

In the first case, all the elements analysed are met for the ‘Adequacy of technology’ 
subcategory. On the contrary, concerning the technological dimension of interactivity 
(‘Interactive functionality’), the Cambridge English resource does not include any 
kind of direct communication technology which allows the user to interact with any-
body involved in the learning process.

Moving on to the next subcategory, ‘Accuracy of technology for the specific pur-
pose’, important weaknesses are identified in all resources (see Table 5), although the 
BBC has obtained a majority of positive results (8 out of 10 items). It must be high-
lighted that the items included are based on the implementation of specific technology 
and functions in the website development, which are necessary for its stated purpose. 
This technology is capable of providing a detailed evaluation of the activities com-
pleted by self-learners in the absence of face-to-face teacher assessment.

According to these results, you cannot save or manage progress with most resources. 
This may hinder the student’s continued use of the tool and so the identification of 
learning improvements that occur over time. This shortcoming can also lead the user to 

7 Colours used in Tables 3-9 refer to the three fields established for item evaluation 
as shown on Table 2 (page 8): green stands for positive responses, red for negative 
responses and yellow stands for partially met responses.
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unintentionally repeat tasks by not keeping track of their overall progress. On the other 
hand, although the four websites have an automatic assessment system, we must pay 
attention to item 1.4.3. Important deficiencies have been detected in the evaluation of 
writing and speaking tasks, understood as core learning areas for the development of the 
user’s linguistic competence which, in turn, causes ignorance of the aspects on which the 
student must focus during learning. These outcomes are in line with the general idea that 
online technologies are considered more helpful in developing receptive skills – listening 
and reading – than addressing productive skills – speaking and writing – (Kyppö 2017). 
Additionally, we emphasise the importance of being able to export or download materials 
which allow the student to work offline (1.4.4.), an item fulfilled by three-quarters of the 
resources analysed within WEBTESELCORP.

Usability assessment
With regard to the second major category, ‘Usability’, we will firstly examine ‘Intelli-
gibility’, that is, the site’s ability to be understood by the user.

The results for this subcategory are generally positive, especially those related to 
items 2.1.2., 2.1.3. and 2.1.4., as shown in Table 6. However, negative results (except 
for the British Council site) were found regarding the inclusion of introductory or 
step-by-step instructions to help students the first time they access the tool. This is 
particularly useful in a non-linear and non-sequential resource in which these clarifi-
cations are essential to guide users and offer them a logical progression.

On the other hand, there is also evidence of lack of a chat or forum (except for the 
British Council site) that allows interaction with a virtual teacher or even with other 
students who use the same resource, thus missing a valuable opportunity to exchange 
knowledge, materials, doubts or comments about the user experience.

In the second subcategory, ‘Ease of use’, a majority of positive results can be 
reported. However, this is not the case for ESOL Courses (with five negative and 
two partial results for a total of 11 items), which denotes a significant deficiency in 
this subcategory, as shown in Table 7. The importance of the elements in this section 
should be highlighted since adequate super-, macro- and microstructural website 
organisation, as well as internal coherence, play an outstanding role in the efficient 
use of the resource. These aspects also contribute to achieve a satisfactory experience 
in accordance with the user’s expectations.

Regarding the ‘Operability’ subcategory, that is, the site’s ability to be managed, there 
are considerable deficiencies despite encountering primarily positive results (see Table 8). 
We emphasise weaknesses in item 2.3.1.7. related to the ‘back’ option in all the subsections 
of the website. This feature is crucial to return to previous levels or actions and avoid 
deviation from the itinerary that the user has been following during the learning process.

In the ‘Navigation’ subsection (2.3.1.), we take a closer look at the need to click 
more than three times in order to reach more specific levels (2.3.1.4.). This may 
cause the user to become exasperated in their attempt to move forward within a site 
extremely large with a deep, complex and inconvenient hierarchical structure, thus 
making exploration from the homepage difficult.

Finally, we address the ‘Design’ subcategory, related to the most aesthetic part of 
the website. This aspect is also an important attribute of the resource because it con-
tributes to the tool’s ease of use.

Here, we obtain a large majority (90%) of positive results, with only 10% of 
usability aspects that must be improved, as shown in Table 9. Identified shortcomings 
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are related to the coherence, clarity and cleanliness of the interface design for ESOL 
Courses. Additionally, we experience difficulties differentiating some navigation 
buttons in the British Council resource. 

Summary of results

In this section, we provide an overview of the above results by offering a summary 
with the most important data after assessing each category and subcategory. In order 
to meet the research objectives, we will determine the strengths and weaknesses of 
each resource and of the categories (Functionality and Usability) and subcategories 
in the WEBTESELCORP corpus.

Overall results by website and type of response
After reviewing the results for the two categories ‘Functionality’ and ‘Usability’ for 
each website, the following graph (Figure 2) has been created according to the type of 
response (or degree of compliance) recorded:

Figure 2.  Overall results by resource and type of response for the Functionality and 
Usability categories.

As far as the two main categories (Functionality and Usability) are concerned, 
Figure 2 illustrates the highest degree of item compliance on the British Council web-
site, with 80.3% of positive responses. Furthermore, the sum of negative and partially 
met responses accounts for a marginally lower rate (19.7%) than that found on the 
BBC English online resource (23%).

At the other end of the scale, the ESOL Courses website is the resource which 
has the most shortcomings. Here, the value of negative and partially met responses 
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(42.6%) represents almost half  of the total number of items. Moreover, it doubles (or 
nearly doubles) the other websites’ proportions of unfavourable responses as shown 
in British Council (19.7%) and BBC (23%). 

Results by website and category
Figure 3 indicates the degree of compliance with Functionality items for every website 
within WEBTESELCORP. The BBC and British Council online learning resources 
showed a higher percentage of positive responses, proving that the BBC website (at 
91.7%) features the highest technical quality for this category. Cambridge English 
and ESOL Courses reach similar positive values (66.7%); however, the results reveal 
a significant difference in the number of negative responses, with Cambridge English 
having nearly double amount of negative results compared to that of ESOL Courses 
(29.1% versus 16.7%).

Figure 3.  Degree of compliance for Functionality by website in WEBTESELCORP.

Regarding Usability, the British Council website is the one that best complies with 
the items included on our checklist, followed by Cambridge English. Despite showing 
the highest degree of compliance in Functionality, the BBC website ranks third in the 
Usability category (see Figure 4). In this context, the web resource with the greatest 
number of technical deficiencies is ESOL Courses (48.6% including negative and par-
tial responses), and the BBC site comes in second place with 32.4% of the results 
being negative. Therefore, the British Council website is the online resource with the 
highest percentage of positive responses (83.8%) and the lowest number of negative 
and partial results (16.2%). This online learning tool is closely followed by Cambridge 
English. This site, although listed in last place due to its functionality limitations, 
received up to 78.4% of positive results and only 21.6% for total and partial usability 
deficiencies.
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Figure 4.  Degree of compliance for Usability by website in WEBTESELCORP.

Results by type of response for each category and subcategory
Although registered values are certainly similar for the two broad categories 
(Functionality and Usability), Figure 5 illustrates that a slightly greater percentage of 
negative and partial responses are concentrated in the Usability dimension (with 70% 
of positive responses compared to 75% in the ‘Functionality’ category).

Figure 5.  Overall values for Functionality and Usability categories by type of response in 
WEBTESELCORP corpus.

Considering the negative and partial results in Usability (see Figure 6), the 
subcategories showing major deficiencies are ‘Intelligibility’ and ‘Operability’ for 
the negative results (38% in both cases), while ‘Ease of  use’ (60%) represents the 
weakest area with 9 out of  15 of  partial responses. In contrast, positive responses 
are recorded particularly in the ‘Ease of  use’ and ‘Operability’ subcategories, with 
29% each.
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Figure 6.  Proportion of negative, partial and positive responses for the Usability category 
in WEBTESELCORP.

With regard to Functionality, the sum of the percentage of overall negative and 
partial responses for all websites amounts to 25% of the total, as shown in Figure 5. 
Of that proportion, the highest values for the negative and partial responses are iden-
tified within ‘Accuracy of technology for the specific purpose’, accounting for 94% 
(17 out of 18 negative responses) and 67% (4 out of 6 partial responses). Regarding 
positive results in Functionality, it is worth mentioning that the subcategories with 
the highest technical quality are ‘Navigation’ (42%) (30 out of 72 positive responses) 
and ‘Adequacy of technology’ (17%) (12 out of 72) with neither negative nor partial 
values (see Figure 7). Despite accumulating 26% of positive items, ‘Accuracy of tech-
nology for the specific purpose’ is not actually considered one of the top two ranking 
subcategories since the high percentages of negative and partial responses impair its 
apparent optimal functional capability, thus dropping to the last position in regard to 
functional quality.

Results by website, type of response, category and subcategory
Focusing on significant shortcomings, most weaknesses are identified within the 
subcategory 1.4. ‘Accuracy of  technology for the specific purpose’ (Functionality 
category). Figure 8 demonstrates that negative responses exceed the sum of  positive 
and partial responses for Cambridge English, while there is a balance in these results 
for the British Council. The amount of  positive and negative responses is the same 
in ESOL Courses, where items that are partially met or not met at all represent 60% 
of  the total number of  responses. However, the BBC resource is the one where only 
20% of  the results are negative for subcategory 1.4. Needless to say that this is an 
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important feature since it is related to evaluation (item 1.4.3.), a crucial aspect for 
autonomous learning which needs improvement in most resources.

Considering the second main category, Usability, negative results are found to a 
greater extent in 2.1. ‘Intelligibility’, 2.3. ‘Operability’ and, to a lesser degree, in 2.2. ‘Ease 
of use’ (see Figures 9–11) within WEBTESELCORP. Findings show strong deficiencies 
in the aspect of ease of use – that is, being able to use the website without experiencing 
problems that may lead to giving up learning or cause stress and frustration for the user – .

Figure 7.  Proportion of negative, partial and positive responses for the Functionality 
category in WEBTESELCORP.

Figure 8.  Proportion of strengths and weaknesses for subcategory 1.4. in WEBTESELCORP.

http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v28.2353


Research in Learning Technology

Citation: Research in Learning Technology 2020, 28: 2353 - http://dx.doi.org/10.25304/rlt.v28.2353� 21
(page number not for citation purpose)

Figure 9.  Representation of type of response for subcategory 2.1. Intelligibility.

Figure 10.  Representation of type of response for subcategory 2.2. Ease of use.

Figure 11.  Representation of type of response for subcategory 2.3. Operability.
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However, with respect to the ‘Design’ subcategory (see Figure 12), almost all 
of the  websites completely comply with all checklist items, with a few exceptions 
regarding lack of coherence and clarity in interface design, and difficulties in the 
recognition of navigation buttons.

Figure 12.  Representation of type of response for subcategory 2.4. Design.

Conclusions and future considerations

Despite there has been a growing interest in self-regulated learning for nearly two 
decades in the field of Applied Linguistics (Korucu-Kis 2020), research on the technical 
evaluation of websites for language self-learning is still quite scarce. Undoubtedly, 
many factors play a role in the success of online learning; however, technical quality 
is crucial according to the above analysis focused on the effectiveness of user’s task 
performance. The results reveal that if  functionality and usability criteria are not 
fulfilled, the learner would hardly be able to effectively access and use the content and 
this, in turn, cannot serve the pedagogical purpose for which it was made available 
on the web. Hence, despite technology per se not being sufficient when designing 
e-resources in order to achieve learning outcomes (Hadjerrouit 2010a), the quality of 
the technology is truly a key requirement to achieve usability in all its dimensions for 
these websites (Son and Park 2012, p. 139).

This study also shows that, despite initial expectations, the fact that these online 
courses are offered by well-established and prestigious institutions – delivering or 
designing ESL teaching courses and materials – is not accordingly associated with 
achieving full effective functionality and usability. 

Findings from our WEBTESELCORP analysis illustrate this clearly. Significant 
weaknesses in subcategories 1.4. ‘Accuracy of technology for the specific purpose’, 
2.1. ‘Intelligibility’, 2.2. ‘Ease of use’ and 2.3. ‘Operability’ have been identified, 
resulting in shortcomings concerning technical performance, student support, macro- 
and microstructure organisation, and coherence of the tool. 

•	 (1.4.) Integrated technology proved insufficient to achieve the specific goal of 
EFL learning. This means that the function aiming to provide general and indi-
vidual (per activity) quantitative feedback as well as to assess written and oral 
production tasks, does not help to achieve the intended outcomes.
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•	 (2.1.) Student assistance: there are few or no step-by-step instructions when 
using these websites for the first time nor are there enough interactive tools to 
support learners. Apparently, there is a misconception that independent learners 
do not need any help when it comes to self-study (assistance in the learning pro-
cess and also in the use of technology).

•	 (2.2.) Little relevance of macro- and microstructure organisation within WEB-
TESELCORP: websites should have a hierarchical, intuitive, simple organisa-
tion, being consistent on all pages, while clarity and consistency must also come 
first regarding content. It is crucial that terminology and graphic elements are 
coherent, thus contributing to the ease of use of these e-tools. 

•	 (2.3.) With respect to ‘Operability’, obstacles during navigation such as the lack 
of correspondence between the site map and the actual content organisation 
cause users trouble while navigating the website. Hypertextuality capabilities 
should be exploited so as to facilitate and not hinder navigation during the 
learning process.

Regarding the quality ranking from the WEBTESELCORP analysis, the British 
Council website is the resource of the highest technical quality except for small 
improvements that should be made in subcategory 1.4. At the other end, ESOL 
Courses is definitely the most deficient website, mainly due to its overall usability and 
its functionality, especially with regard to 1.4. These results show that there is little 
point in having accurate and reliable content if  the website is neither intuitive nor 
easy to use, causing frustration from incoherence, multiple diversions when navigating 
and user isolation throughout the learning experience. Lastly, we note that optimal 
functionality does not necessarily correspond to excellence in usability (i.e., the BBC 
website ranks first in Functionality, whereas it slides down to third place in Usability).

While aware of the difficulties in reaching categorical conclusions that can be 
transferable to similar e-learning resources, this is definitely a significant starting 
point in research on the technical evaluation of language learning websites. 

In fact, although the number of websites within WEBTESELCORP may seem 
limited, this accounts for up to 80% of the total of EFL websites registered in Lin-
guApp – surprisingly, the amount of resources under the selection criteria was notably 
low (Gómez-Parra, Huertas-Abril, and Espejo-Mohedano 2019, pp. 69–71). There-
fore, the evaluation undertaken has covered the main aspects of functionality and 
usability most frequently found on the currently available websites. Without this for-
mal approach to the technical dimension, the key quality criteria for functionality and 
usability could not have been identified and incorporated in a single assessment tool. 
This checklist will serve as the basis for further external validation and refinement in 
the next steps of research.

Finally, this website quality evaluation brings visibility to the need for interdis-
ciplinary cooperation between the developers behind the design of these sites, and 
teachers as experts in the learning process and learners’ needs. Institutions must also 
revise their sites and assure that, beyond appropriate content, technical quality is 
successfully fulfilled.
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