Jack Burston

Software Selection: A Primer on
Sources and Evaluation
JACK BURSTON
Rochester Institute of Technology
ABSTRACT
As instructional technology becomes more integrated into the foreign language curriculum language teachers are increasingly being called upon to make software acquisition decisions. However, not all teachers have the knowledge or experience to
make decisions of this kind. This article provides guidance about making such decisions by (a) identifying sources of foreign language software, including specialist
vendors, textbook publishers, software retails, and university language resource centers; (b) indicating sources of foreign language software reviews, including journals
and other sources; and (c) outlining essential procedures of software evaluation.
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INTRODUCTION

As instructional technology becomes more integrated into the foreign language
curriculum and the classroom, language teachers are increasingly being called
upon to make software acquisition decisions. Nowhere is this task more demanding than when a new language center is built and software recommendations must be made and justified. Obviously, making software recommendations presupposes informed decisions based on adequate knowledge of software resources and their evaluation. Yet many language teachers are at a loss
how to go about making recommendations, as can be judged by the regular
appearance on the various listservs of requests for software suggestions from
colleagues. While such advice may be helpful, in the end software selection
must be made relative to local curricular circumstances. The purpose of this
paper therefore is to provide guidance in software selection by
1. identifying sources of foreign language software,
2. indicating sources of foreign language software reviews, and
3. outlining essential procedures of software evaluation.
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SOURCES OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE SOFTWARE

Traditionally, foreign language software has been produced and distributed by
specialist, relatively small-scale, software publishers such as Transparent Language (see www.transparent.com), EuroTalk (see www.eurotalk.co.uk), and the
TELL Consortium (see www.hull.ac.uk/cti/tell.htm). Programs developed by
specialist software producers are typically independent of any particular curriculum.
Increasingly, major foreign language book publishers have begun marketing
software as a complement to their textbooks. Initially (going back 10 years or
so) such software was generally just a “cheap & nasty” throw-away product
intended to entice teachers to purchase textbooks. However, within the last few
years, there has been a major change in attitude towards foreign language software by book publishers, who are now putting their very considerable resources
into the development of pedagogical software programs, with encouraging results. By definition, software which accompanies published textbooks seeks to
be closely integrated into the curriculum.
It is important to note a major shift in the kind of software being created by
both types of producers, that is, the marked swing towards web-based materials, in particular the creation of dedicated pedagogical websites for teachers as
well as students.

Locating Foreign Language Software
All major book publishers maintain a corporate website. A publisher’s website
can always be found by doing a web search for its name. Searchers then have to
locate the proper level (e.g., college) and work their way to the foreign languages section and ultimately the specific language of interest. The URLs below list the college foreign language sites of some of the major book publishers.
Heinle & Heinle (www.heinle.com)
Houghton-Mifflin (college.hmco.com)
McGraw-Hill (www.mhhe.com/catalogs/hss)
Prentice-Hall (vig.prenhall.com/catalog/academic/discipline/1,4094,1440,00.
html)
Nearly all publishers maintain websites tied to specific textbooks. Links are
usually provided to these websites from within the publisher’s corporate website,
and the URLs can also be found in publishers’ book catalogs. If the name of a
textbook is already known, it is almost always possible to locate the associated
website by doing a simple web search. For example, entering “Motifs French,”
“Caminos Spanish,” or “Fokus Deutsch German,” as a search string will usually pull up a short list which includes the required web address. Textbookbased websites are normally divided into a students’ and an instructors’ section.
Either one or both may require a username/password, but details on how to
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obtain this information can be readily obtained from your local publisher’s representative.
Locating software in particular language areas marketed by independent producers is more difficult because their catalogs are less widely distributed and
searchers are less likely to know a business name they can look up on the web.
One solution to this problem is to work through a large software retailer. However, while doing so will provide names and descriptions of foreign language
software programs, one should not expect much information about producers or
distributors. Retailers want customers to buy from them, so it is not in their
interest to perhaps lose a sale by providing direct links to producers. The following websites of software retailers should prove useful:
The World of Reading (www.wor.com) is arguably the most comprehensive
supplier of foreign language software. Its catalog runs to over 200 pages.
Camsoft (www.camsoftpartners.co.uk) is a major foreign language software
distributor offering an especially extensive collection of ESL materials.
Stonebridge (www.stonebridge.com/complete_list_software.html#anchor
320911) specializes in providing information uniquely about available Japanese software.
The Agora Language Marketplace (agoralang.com) offers an interesting variant on web-based software retailing. Rather than selling software itself, it derives its income by advertising foreign language products (including
noncomputer-based materials) and thus provides product descriptions and direct links to the publishers.
Aside from software retailers, there are dozens of websites (mostly associated with university language resource centers) which offer links to sources of
foreign language software. However, those who have done any web surfing for
software have undoubtedly discovered just how uneven the quality of such sites
is and how easy it is to get completely lost in cyberspace. Fortunately, there is a
guiding light to help bring order to the chaos that is the WWW: the GlobeGate
CALL Research Center (see globegate.org/french/globegate_mirror/call.html—
the labor of love of one Tennessee Bob (aka Robert Peckham). Whether new
hand or old timer in the field of Computer-Assisted Language Learning,
GlobeGate really should be the home port of call when looking for foreign
language materials on the web. The screen shots of the GlobeGate pages in the
figures below give a good idea of the comprehensiveness of the website. These
pages represent only a portion of the website, which is under constant revision.
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Figure 1
GlobeGate Page: 1

Figure 2
GlobeGate Page: 2
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Figure 3
GlobeGate Page: 3

Figure 4
GlobeGate Page: 4
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Figure 5
GlobeGate Page: 5

As can be imagined, even with Tennessee Bob’s organizational contributions,
wading through this mountain of information can be a daunting—and quite time
consuming—task. It is, however, well worth the effort. The following sites are
likely to prove to be the most immediately relevant and useful for the purpose
of software acquisition:
The Virtual CALL Library (PC only)
www.sussex.ac.uk/langc/CALL.html
The UCLA Language Materials Project—less commonly taught languages
(details all types of materials, not just software)
www.lmp.ucla.edu
TESOL CALL Interest Section
oregonstate.edu/dept/eli/softlist
Chinese Language Educational Resources
www.webcom.com/~bamboo/chinese/educate.html
SOURCES OF SOFTWARE REVIEWS

Besides indicating sources of software, the GlobeGate Language Learning Software list also provides links to a number of web-based sources of software
reviews. On closer inspection, though, most of these reviews turn out to be little
34

CALICO Journal

Jack Burston
more than discursive descriptions of software with little serious evaluation. There
is, however, one particularly notable exception to the rule, the CALICO Review (see calico.org/CALICO_Review/index.htm)1. Although more limited in
number than in CALICO, very high quality software reviews are also produced
by the Language Learning & Technology e-journal (see llt.msu.edu). Another
good source of software reviews can be found at the CTI Centre for Modern
Language Resources (see www.hull.ac.uk/cti/reviews/revlist.htm) and at the
CALL@Chorus Software Reviews (see www-writing.berkeley.edu/chorus/call/
reviews.html).
In addition to the wide-based software review sources indicated above, there
also exist two which are dedicated to specific languages:
Computer-Assisted Language Learning for Japanese on the Macintosh
www.sla.purdue.edu/fll/JapanProj/ACTFLreviews
Computer-Assisted Language Learning Software for Chinese (CLTA)
clta.deall.ohio-state.edu/Reviews/Reviews.htm
Software reviews can also be found in print journals, most notably the CALICO
Journal, ReCALL and The Modern Language Journal. The time lag, however,
involved in producing a printed journal results in long delays between the evaluation of software and its publication (e.g., in the case of CALICO, reviews
typically appear on the web 9-12 months before they make it into print). When
added to the time it takes to get a review into publishable form (6-9 months on
average for CALICO), software can be out of date by the time a review appears
in print. All of which provides good motivation, if any is needed, for language
teachers to acquire the skills needed to evaluate software for their own needs.
SOFTWARE EVALUATION

Software evaluation is more challenging—and time consuming—than textbook
selection. In addition to content area and methodological expertise, it also requires a certain level of technological competence. Also, unlike a book, good
software is not linear in nature; the richer and more interactive a program is, the
harder it is to get an overall view of it. Users need to “play” with it, explore it in
some depth, before they can make any informed judgments about it. This is why
comprehensive software reviews are so important to the process of software
selection. Above all, published software reviews allow readers to get, in the
hour or so it might take them to thoroughly digest their contents, an overview of
the program from a perspective that usually takes a reviewer several weeks to
attain. However, no matter how comprehensive a review is, actual software
selection can only be made on the basis of teachers’ own local assessment, relative to their own particular curricular needs. Obviously, in the absence of published reviews, there is no alternative to local software assessment.
The basic tenet of software selection is that pedagogy must drive technology
Volume 21 Number 1

35

Software Selection: A Primer on Sources and Evaluation
and not vice versa. This principle means identifying curricular needs first, then
looking for software that meets these needs.
Software selection really needs to be a multistep process involving not just a
single assessor, but as many people as possible who will potentially be using
the software, including students themselves, who are the ultimate end-users of
the product. It is amazing the amount of software that sits unused on computers
because of erroneous assumptions made by evaluators about what students might
think of the programs’ usefulness.
While no one would deny the importance of defining curricular needs before
looking for appropriate software, in actual practice software selection is not an
entirely sequential process. One reason is that, as with textbooks and ancillary
pedagogical materials (audio/video), available software rarely fits exactly into
a specific curricular mold. Some degree of adaptation is almost always needed
(to the curriculum and/or the software). A second reason not to be too restrictive
in software selection is that new programs are constantly appearing which may
inspire pedagogical innovations not originally considered when determining
your curricular needs. All of which is to say that pedagogy must come first, but
that teachers also need to be flexible and prepared to adapt their curriculum to
take advantage of what new software has to offer.
By far the easiest approach to software selection, and one which certainly
should be considered in the first instance when substantial curriculum review
and revision are involved, is to adopt an integrated software/textbook package.
The great attraction of bundled software is precisely the promise that all the
hard work has already been done. The content is age and language-learning
level appropriate, the methodology is sound, and total curricular integration is
assured. That, at least, is what the book publishers want us to believe. Whether
it is true in fact, each of us will need to determine for ourselves, hopefully with
the aid of published reviews.
This issue brings us to the critical part of this paper: what should one look for
in evaluating foreign language software? The simplest approach to software
evaluation is to work from a checklist, of which several exist. Checklists are
appealing because they only require ticking off features present or absent in the
software. (A more sophisticated variant of this approach uses Likert-type scales
[e.g., rating something on a scale from 1 to 5].)
There is, however, a major problem with checklists, and that is their very
simplicity. A program can get good marks in many categories and still, intuitively, users may not be very impressed with it. One of the main reasons for
this situation is that checklist items typically all have the same relative weighting, whereas in any particular situation some features of the software may be
more important than others. Likewise, there is enormous variety in available
software (some intended for standalone usage, others for exploitation over the
web; some are tutorial in nature, others collaborative, still others facilitative,
etc.), so it can be very difficult to know how predetermined checklist categories
should apply.
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A viable alternative to software evaluation checklists, which look for specific
features, consists of looking at critical systematic properties. Unlike a checklist
approach, this approach is an intrinsically discursive process. Although more
demanding, it does produce much more meaningful results. Before any software program can be recommended for purchase, it must meet the first two of
the following requirements and some combination of the last three:
1.

Pedagogical validity
It must conform to sound instructional methodology.

2.

Curriculum adaptability
It must fit, or be adaptable to, curricular objectives.

3.

Efficiency
It must make something teachers are already doing easier to accomplish.

4.

Effectiveness
It must produce better results.

5.

Pedagogical innovation
It must allow teachers to do something new and different.

The fundamental question here is not whether a software program meets these
conditions, but the extent to which and how it meets them. Determining the
answer to this question involves a close analysis of key program parameters. In
order to make this undertaking feasible for classroom teachers, the parameters
under consideration need to be generalized so as to keep their number within
practical limits. Based on the work of Hubbard (1987, 1988), who has written
extensively on the topic of foreign language software evaluation, the following
four generic parameters are proposed as a basic guide to software evaluation:
1.

Technical Features

2.

Activities (Procedure)

3.

Teacher Fit (Approach)

4.

Learner Fit (Design)

Readers familiar with the CALICO Review will immediately recognize these
properties since their consideration provides the common framework of all
CALICO software reviews.

Technological Features
The technological features of a software program are by far the easiest to assess. These features include the following:
1.

simplicity of installation (adequacy of instructions, trouble free, easy to
uninstall),
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

speed of program operation (where are the delays: at start up, loading
videos, web page loading?),
reliability of operation (crashes and stalls),
platform compatibility (PC/Macintosh, operating system, Web browser
versions),
screen management (esthetics, navigational transparency),
user interface (ease of use, operational consistency, online help), and
exploitation of computer potential (effective use of sound, video, speech
recognition, speech synthesis, intelligent response handling, student
record keeping, adaptability based on user profiles, links to www).

Activities (Procedure)
As with technological features, program activities are relatively straightforward
to deal with. It is essentially a matter of determining what students actually do
when they use a program and how well these activities are designed. Judgments
here must always be made relative to activity type. Some teachers may be personally opposed, for example, to the use of grammar exercises, but, in evaluating such exercises, they cannot criticize them for not being collaborative in
nature. One has to judge the quality of exercises relative to their instructional
purpose. (The appropriateness of activities is a separate issue, determined by
the teacher’s particular curricular objectives, and will be dealt with under Teacher
Fit below). Broadly speaking, activities can be classified into three major types:
1.

instructional (tutorials, drills, text reconstruction),

2.

collaborative (games, simulations, discussion forums, peer group writing), and

3.

facilitative (dictionary, database, verb conjugator, spell/grammar checker,
authoring system).

Obvious activity features to consider are:
1.

linguistic focus (discourse, syntax, lexis, morphology, spelling, pronunciation),

2.

language skills (reading, listening, writing, speaking),

3.

sociolinguistic focus (information gathering/authentic tasks), and

4.

supplementary/complementary/central relationship to the curriculum.

Teacher Fit (Approach)
An assessment of teacher fit primarily involves looking at the theoretical underpinnings of student activities; judging how well they conform to accepted theories of cognitive development, second language acquisition, and classroom
methodology; and determining how closely they accord with the teacher’s curricular objectives. (This is where the teacher can legitimately reject the structuralist activities of a software program for not fitting collaborative objectives.)
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Linguistic accuracy (e.g., grammaticality, authenticity, typos, etc.) and the appropriateness of sociocultural representations (e.g., stereotypes or gender bias)
also contribute to how well a program meets pedagogical objectives.
Teacher fit is the most critical parameter of software evaluation, for it determines the pedagogical soundness and appropriateness of the program. No matter how technically brilliant a program may be or how rich the activities it provides, if it does not advance the teacher’s curricular objectives, there is no point
in acquiring it. Not surprisingly, the assessment of teacher fit is the most difficult software parameter to determine, partly because software developers do
not always explicitly state the theoretical/methodological assumptions underlying their program, thereby obliging the assessor to extract them by implication.
On the other side of the coin, software producers are very much aware of what
methodological approaches are in favor (e.g., communicative, learner-centered,
constructivist, and experiential) and label their products accordingly, whatever
the truth of the matter may be. Also, it has to be recognized that some foreign
language teachers themselves may lack the formal training (e.g., in cognitive
psychology, applied linguistics, or language teaching methodology) needed to
make informed decisions about theoretical considerations.

Learner Fit (Design)
In considering learner fit, teachers are in essence defining the potential user of
the software program. In doing so, they are also determining the extent to which
the program is appropriate for, or can be adapted to, the needs of their students.
Properties affecting learner fit include:
1.

linguistic level (grammar, vocabulary, register),

2.

response handling (error correction, feedback),

3.

adaptation to individual learner differences (age, interests),

4.

learning styles (recognition, recall, comprehension, experiential learning),

5.

learning strategies (field-dependent/field-independent learning, deductive/inductive reasoning, visual-graphic/visual-textual learning, individual/group work),

6.

learner control (sequencing, content, operating parameters), and

7.

design flexibility/modifiability by instructor.

CONCLUSION

Software selection is a demanding task, requiring a good knowledge of where
to find software resources and informative software reviews. Above all, it requires the ability to consistently evaluate software relative to local curricular
goals. The sources of software programs and software reviews identified in this
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paper will provide a reliable reference point for those engaged in software selection, be they newcomers or old hands. It of course goes without saying that
this reference point is a moving target. Websites in particular need to be regularly monitored and links brought up to date.
As has been indicated, software evaluation is necessarily a multistep process
involving as much grassroots level input as possible, including the trialing of
programs with students. Beyond the immediate need of acquiring resources for
a computer lab, the involvement of foreign language teaching staff in the software selection process also plays an important role in the development of faculty instructional technology skills. Learning to critically evaluate foreign language software, knowing what constitutes good software, is an essential first
step in learning how to create one’s own courseware applications.
NOTE
1

While the author might be accused of some bias here, readers are encouraged to consult the reviews in this volume, as well as those available online, and judge for themselves just how comprehensive and authoritative CALICO reviews really are.
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