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Product at a glance
Product type

Online language tutorial

Language

German

Level:

Beginner

Activities

Self-scheduled lessons providing guided instruction for
learning and practicing the structure of the German language.

Media format

WWW, Shockwave

Supplementary Software
Requirements

Shockwave Player (version 7.0.2+)
Internet Explorer version 3.0 + (Windows)
Internet Explorer version 4.01 + (Macintosh)
Netscape Navigator version 3.0 + (Windows and Macintosh)

Hardware requirements

RAM: 32 MB (recommended minimum)
Sound card

Price

Deutsch 1 Lessons: GBP 18.00 (~US $27.00)
Deutsch 1 Lessons + Tuition: GBP 58.50 (~US
$87.75)
Deutsch 1 Complete Course: GBP 60.00 (~US
$90.00)

General Description
LearnPlus.com is an online tutorial program for beginning German. Additional levels of German are in
the works by the same company. The producers of LearnPlus.com claim to provide, "the most
advanced and interactive language courses available on the Internet on the basis of a simple
consideration: time, understanding, practice, and feedback are the few essentials you need to learn a
new language." Deutsch 1 by LearnPlus.com focuses on the "understanding" of the language, by
providing "time": twelve lessons, consisting of 50-60 hours of instruction. The "understanding" is
immediately followed by the "practice," comprised of approximately four-hour lessons emphasizing
basic grammar structures. The "feedback" component of Deutsch 1 is provided by charted progress
reports, citing time-on-task, recommended time-on-task, and a graded score. The option exists for
students to receive human support through a fee-based tutoring service that accompanies the course
of study. The individual tutoring services were not investigated in this evaluation.
Evaluation
Technological features
Since this course is offered online, issues of installation and operation will vary primarily based on the
individual Internet connection and the setup of the individual computer. A powerful component of this

program is its versatility. It can be used on any computer with an Internet connection and Shockwave.
All student data is stored on the LearnPlus.com web site, so there is no need to have a single
computer dedicated for the use of this program. Although the main evaluation was conducted using a
PC, this program was also superficially viewed using both Macintosh and PC, alternating between
Windows IE and Netscape Navigator. There appeared to be no difference in use or performance
between the different browsers or operating systems. This course was also evaluated using both a
university Ethernet connection and a home based 56K modem connection, with an actual connection
speed of 45-47 Kbs. Using the university connection, exercises loaded almost instantly. There were no
problems found with load-time using the faster connection, even when loading the entire glossary with
accompanying sound files. Using a modem, exercises initially take between 30-60 seconds to load.
The data for the exercise is loaded into a cache so that the entire exercise will work without delays.
During the exercises, for example, when a user clicks on a word, it is pronounced immediately with a
high quality audio signal. LearnPlus.comoffers home users the option to preload entire exercises into a
cache and to work offline without load delays. Instructions and interface navigation are logically
constructed and therefore extremely easy to follow. No supplementary documentation is provided, or
needed, although there is a useful and clear help section on the LearnPlus.com web site. The only
compatibility issue that could arise would be with the Shockwave player itself. Once the Shockwave
player is properly installed, though, the web site is error-free.
Activities
Deutsch 1 is divided into twelve "lessons," each consisting of five sections: grammar, drill and
practice, games, exercises, and test. The suggested time to complete a lesson averages about four
hours. Upon choosing a lesson, the students are given an overview of the topics covered in the lesson,
and are given the option to choose one of the five sections with which to work. The logical first step
for the student is to choose the grammar overview. The grammar section introduces the grammatical
structures to be covered and tested by the lesson. The grammar is presented in a series of slides,
each offering the possibility of hearing sentences pronounced by one of two native-speakers. Upon
completing the grammar section, students are then given the option to practice with multiple-choice
exercises. Often, since this is a beginning course, these multiple-choice exercises focus on the gender
of nouns. The gender of nouns is tested in the context of a sentence, always with a visual aid
presented on the side. Throughout the exercise, variations in sentence structure are provide to test
the student’s ability to correctly identify the exact place where the items fit into the sentence. For the
exercise depicted in figure 1, for example, there would be several different sentences to test the
knowledge of das Telefon.

Figure 1 — Drill and Practice Exercise
For each lesson, there are also corresponding games for the students to practice the covered
grammar. The two games in Deutsch 1 are the Frog Game and the Matching Game. The Matching
game is a Memory-style game in which the students click on a card, are presented with a sentence or
word, and are then expected to find a matching card. Students click on a number of cards and are
expected to remember where the matching card was located. For many of the sentences, students
must derive the context in which a match could be made. For example, one exercise has three
matching possibilities based on the Rhein River. The first matching possibility involves an adjective
and the question word wie. The second possibility revolves around a yes / no question and an answer.
The third possibility involves the question word was(what?) and expects a noun as an answer.
Although all of these possibilities share der Rhein, the student must still know the context in order to
guess correctly. Simply matching words is not enough for this game. While this game may seem
simple, it provides a way to test the ability of the student to make associations with words and
sentences, and to derive meaning and context from previously unheard sentences.
The frog game is a time-based game that tests the student’s ability to make a quick decision. Either a
word or a picture floats down a river and the student is asked to click on a frog with the label that
matches the item in the river. If the student cannot decide before the item has floated past, the
student loses points. Again, the student is asked to do word-association, either with a picture or with a
sentence.

Figure 2 The Frog Game
The activities are syntactically error free and if the possibility arises that more than one answer is
correct for a give question, the programmers have included the ability for the computer to accept
multiple correct answers.
Exercises and tests provide additional ways to assess the student’s ability, going beyond multiplechoice answers with only one correct answer. Students who subscribe to the fee-based tutorial service
can mail their tests with free-writing exercises to an instructor for correction.

Teacher Fit (Approach)
If one looks at the claims of LearnPlus.com, to "gradually develop your knowledge of essential
grammatical concepts," then there can be no doubt that the program is successful in this regard.
Unfortunately, the approach to language learning is fraught with several problems that call its
pedagogical validity into question.
As developers correctly claim, Deutsch 1 is designed to teach basic grammar. Although there are
ample opportunities to hear the language and to see visual aids, the methodology could best be
described as grammar-translation. Students are presented with simple grammar explanations and
direct word-for-word or sentence translations, and then are repeatedly asked to show what they
learned by completing multiple-choice exercises. This method teaches students to analyze structure
and pick the correct word to insert into a sentence, but focuses very little on creative language
construction that would be necessary in a real-life situation.

The explanations of the grammar rules are also not as clear as they could be. Excessive grammatical
terminology is offered to the students, without appropriate explanations. The following example in
Figure 3 provides the terminology "first person singular," etc. without an explanation as to what these
terms mean. Though correct, this terminology is not frequently referenced in the program and there is
no apparent need for the students to see it. This use of unnecessary grammatical terminology runs
throughout the program.

Figure 3 Present Tense Verb Conjugation Explanation
The selection of grammar to be covered by Deutsch1 is also extremely problematic. Although adjective
endings are presented, a grammar structure that is notoriously difficult for many students, Deutsch 1
completely leaves out mention of any case besides the nominative. This begs the question as to how
one can learn adjective endings without the accusative or dative case. Another serious shortcoming is
the omission of any reference to past tense.
The gaming section, though having some merit in the matching game, does not live up to the promise
of allowing students to "discover a fascinating aspect of the German-speaking world". Upon
completion of matching games, the only discovery students make is that of a map of Europe with
Austria, Germany, and Switzerland highlighted.
While the developers of LearnPlus.com make many accurate claims about a grammar-centered
approach to language teaching, such accuracy does not extend to their assertion that "Interactive
learning games provide specific practice while introducing you to the culture of the German speaking
world". The Frog Game, for example, is no more culturally relevant for German than for Spanish, and
in fact is used in exactly the same way (with the same claim of cultural authenticity in the demo for

that language.) Perhaps a better term to describe these games would be "culturally informative," as
the essence of the games is culturally generic.

Figure 4 Spanish Version of the Frog Game
Learner Fit (Design)
From a learner’s perspective, the most striking feature of this program is the simplicity and
transparency of the user-interface. From the main (course) menu, students can choose a specific
lesson or choose to complete a chapter quiz, comprising six of the twelve chapters in review. Upon
choosing an individual lesson, students are given clear options how to proceed with the lesson.

Figure 5 Lesson-level Navigation Screen
Students can proceed with the grammar explanation, or choose to test their knowledge of the lesson
through various activities. The "Results and Advice" section provides lesson-specific information about
the students progress. This simple structure allows the students to choose their own path throughout
each lesson and to work on areas that they deem appropriate. The user-interface is well designed for
a self-directed program.
The structure of the activities, however, does not allow the independence of student navigation that is
often associated with such self-directed learning programs. From the navigation screen it is apparent
that LearnPlus.com offers a clear self-directed learning experience, but as soon as the student enters
into an activity, such as a grammar drill, the forced linear nature of the program becomes obvious. For
many sections in the activities, the students simply cannot continue without completing an activity.
This is complicated by the definition of the word "pass" in relationship to any given activity. A "passing
grade" on an activity means that all questions were answered correctly.
This problem was noticed when only one answer was incorrect, causing the program to force a re-take
of a quiz. The user then has to complete the entire quiz again in order to proceed with further study.
Requiring students to repeat an entire exam for the sake of one question would surely cause some
frustration.
Only with the fee-based tutorial service can you expand beyond the repetitive "drill and kill" nature
of LearnPlus.com. Free writing exercises, graded tests, and pronunciation recording and evaluation are
only available with the tutorial service. For students, though, the price of a real-life tutor may be well

worth it. For the learner, it seems to be a necessity to get beyond the singularity of activities in
Deutsch 1. LeannPlus.com has a target market of the individual home user, outside the realm of a
traditional classroom setting. With this target audience in mind, it may be perhaps just what the
student is looking for. If the student is seeking a simple and consistent first introduction to the
German language, then the problems of methodology may be overlooked. The student should simply
not expect to acquire any real competency in oral communication by using LearnPlus.com.
Summary
LearnPlus.com is an adequate way to gain basic exposure to the German language when a traditional
language course is either unavailable or not possible due to time or location constraints. In many
ways, this program has bi-polar qualities. The ease of use and low cost make it appealing to the
individual consumer, but its restricted pedagogical approach severely limits its application in any
context beyond an individual course of study to gain an initial introduction to the language.
Scaled rating (1 low - 5 high)
Implementation possibilities: 1
Pedagogical features: 1.5
Socio-Linguistic accuracy: 3
Use of computer capabilities: 3.5
Ease of use: 5
Over-all evaluation: 2
Value for money: 3
Producer Details
LearnPlus Ltd
65 Cumberland Mills
Saunders Ness Road
London E14 3BJ
United Kingdom
Phone/Fax: ++44 - 020 - 7515 0689
Email: info@LearnPlus.com
WWW: http://www.learnplus.com
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