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ABSTRACT

Designing an EFL curriculum poses a variety of problems and challenges that are difficult to encounter, but can be realized with persistence and dedication. This paper gives an account of a humble effort to design an online EFL remedial course jointly carried out by Birzeit University and Al-Quds Open University in the West Bank. The paper attempts to shed light on the problems and challenges faced during the process of designing the course and on ways to encounter them. 

Introduction

The Internet and new technologies are playing a very important role in reshaping the way we perceive education and particularly TEFL. Educators are increasingly concerned over the issue of how they must keep up with advances in technology. The learner, the teacher and the curriculum, which are the three basic pillars of the teaching process, need to be part of the ever changing world by assimilating whatever enhances learning.  This can be done by both incorporating technology in face-to-face classrooms and in using other means of instruction such as blended and online learning. 

English has truly become a Lingua Franca, thanks to the Internet and the revolution in communication. Now, English is the language mostly used on the World Wide Web. Many students find it imperative to use the web daily for a variety of reasons, so why not use it to learn English. Warchauer (2000) believes that through developing an electronic literacy students can learn English and that this approach is a tool by itself to achieve two aims: (i) using the technology as an aid to learn and teach the language, and (ii) teaching the language to use the technology effectively.

This paper sheds some light on an attempt to use technology in teaching English as a foreign language by designing an online course for freshmen joining Al-Quds Open University and Birzeit University. The attempt is part of a larger project called RUFO which comprises a consortium of five universities in the West Bank in addition to three in France, two in Spain and one in Belgium. Each University in the West Bank is to develop an on line course of those currently taught. It is possible within this project for Universities to work jointly on one or more courses.     
The Project*  
I. Background and Rationale:
This project capitalizes on designing an online course on remedial English in an attempt to examine the potential of incorporating e-learning at tertiary educational institutions in Palestine. 

The project will be cooperatively carried out by two universities: Al-Quds Open University (this university serves thousands of students in Palestine who are in great need for this kind of course), and Birzeit University which is going to use the course as an extracurricular activity for weak freshmen.
II. Target Group:

The main target group is freshmen enrolled at both Al-Quds Open University and Birzeit University: around 12,000 students at Al-Quds Open University and 1500 at Birzeit. Many of these need to improve their English to enable them progress in their academic life at the university without difficulty especially because English is used as a medium of instruction in  some courses and they will need it in their pursuit of Knowledge be it through the internet, reference books or other sources.

Another secondary group is the community at large particularly those who need to improve their English and do not have time to join an official course at a university, college, or institute.   

III. Description

The project proposes to develop an e-enabled remedial course in English language skills essential for university students.
The main goal of the course is to enhance and improve achievement in English among Palestinian prospective University students. In order to achieve this goal, there is a need to build the capacity of the project staff who will develop the e-curriculum. Another objective is to develop course materials in accordance with educational best practices, and to be able to test, evaluate and revise the course.

IV. Expected Outcomes and Project Activities
The first outcome that the project aspires to achieve is to build the capacity of English departments at partner universities to develop, deliver and evaluate e-enabled curricula. To achieve this, a needs assessment is required at these partner universities; in addition, there is a need to design and develop materials for teacher training workshops. The second outcome that is expected is to develop an e-enabled English remedial course that could serve the local universities and local community. The final outcome is the piloting of e-enabled remedial English course to examine the effectiveness of using online learning to teach English as a foreign language.
* Text and table adapted from project proposal by: F khalaf, I Abbas, N Abu-Arqoub, and M Abdel-Fattah.
V. Consortium and Dissemination

A consortium of BZU and Al-Quds Open University will undertake the development of the course in all its phases. Both institutions will be responsible for the development and evaluation of the course; Al-Quds Open University will host the pilot teaching. Upon its completion and after the pilot application, the course will be disseminated to other national universities, institutions and interested users.

VI. Nature of the Course:

The course is blended in nature comprising face–to-face and online teaching. The online instruction will constitute 80% of the course while the face-to-face 20%. Students are mainly exposed to reading, writing and grammar as well as listening and speaking. About 70% of the course content shall be allotted for the skills of reading, writing and learning grammar. 30% of the course will emphasize the skills of listening and speaking.

Various types of activities will be used. Each reading unit will consist of a pre-reading exercise, and post reading exercises including true/false, multiple choice or open ended questions that can be discussed in the face-to-face sessions. Online quizzes will be given in each unit to evaluate students' performance, who will be asked to do writing assignments related to that specific unit. Students will also make presentations in which they talk about the topics in the face-to-face meetings. The reading passage will be seen and heard by the students while working online. Animations will be used to make the lessons more interesting and attractive.

The course follows the asynchronous form of interaction which provides the students with the ability to learn regardless of time and space (Bourne, 1997). Three types of learning styles are used: distributive, tutorial, and co-operative (Moote and Oshima, 2002). In this course, all types are mixed to arrive at a practical course that can be applied in the Palestinian environment given the hardships learners face due to many problems and challenges, the least to mention is occupation.
Learner autonomy is encouraged and indirectly emphasized to enable the learners know how to navigate the internet and effectively use the computers to communicate in English (Moote and  Oshima, 2002). 
Following is a table summarizing the activities, outputs, and impacts of the project.
	Indirect Impact
	
	enhancing the level of English among Palestinian prospective university students, and enabling the students to access and learn English autonomously

	Direct Impact
	DI-1
	Develop the capacity of the project staff to develop e-curricula
	DI-2
	Develop course material in accordance with educational best practices
	DI-3
	showcase, test, evaluate and review the course

	Outputs
	O-1
	capacity at English departments at partner universities to develop, deliver and evaluate e-enabled curricula
	O-2
	E-enabled curricula for Remedial English course
	O-3
	Pilot delivery of e-enabled Remedial English course

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Activities
	A-1.1
	Needs assessment for English teachers at partner universities
	A-2.1
	Needs analysis for English language training 
	A-3.1
	Identify the target audience and register students for the course

	
	A-1.2
	Design and development of workshop material
	A-2.2
	Development of course outline
	A-3.2
	Deliver course

	
	A-1.3
	Delivery of training workshops
	A-2.3
	Development of course curricula
	A-3.3
	Mentoring through the delivery process by Educational Expert

	
	A-1.4
	Mentoring of English teachers through the process of development and delivery of remedial English course
	A-2.4
	Design of e-enabled curricula
	A-3.4
	Evaluation and reviewing course material

	
	
	
	A-2.5
	Mentoring the course design by educational expert
	
	

	
	
	
	A-2.6
	Production of CBT CD
	
	


Challenges Encountered:

Ten basic challenges were encountered while designing the online remedial English course. Some are related to the electronic infrastructure and technical support; others are related to electronic literacy and know how. It seems that these challenges are similar to those elsewhere; for example, Alqahtani (2007) refers to factors that contribute to the limited use of CALL in Saudi universities such as large classes, resistance to change, limited Internet bandwidth, heavy course loads, lack of resources, lack of computer skills, and bureaucracy.  Wu (2008) cites three challenges and obstacles that face web-based EFL viz.  technical issues, digital skepticism, and time consumption.
In our case the challenges were pretty the same as one would expect in developing countries; however, the problems vary from one institution to another and even from one person to another. Following is a brief description of the challenges faced and some solutions to surmount them. 
Challenge one: infrastructure
Infrastructure refers, here, to the availability of the necessary equipment and connections with the World Web necessary for designing and implementing the online EFL course whether on the institutional level or the individual and national levels.
The problem varies according to geographic and socioeconomic factors. While this problem eases in large towns such as Ramallah, Nablus, and Hebron, it becomes extremely difficult in remote rural areas.
The course in question is planned to be implemented at Al-Quds Open University which hosts around 50,000 students  scattered all over the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Internet coffees are abundant, but quite costly given the hardships the Palestinian Territories are witnessing. It is expected that this challenge will have an impact on the effectiveness of implementing the course which is a factor that might stay for some time in the future, even in countries with better infrastructure. Azizah et al (2004, p. 26) reports that although teachers felt comfortable with their new role as a facilitator in teaching English online, there are  some limitations in the infrastructure  that reduced the effectiveness of such  teaching and learning.
The only reasonable suggestion to overcome this problem is to make available enough computers with internet access at the various centers of Al-Quds Open University. Now, there are computer labs at each center, but for the use of students for purposes other than online studying such as research and to access the web and the university portal.    
Challenge two: lack of experience

Knowledge in techniques with regard to presenting an online content was the biggest challenge. Designing an online remedial English course is not an easy job for EFL practitioners who have spent more that 20 years dealing with traditional materials.

Effective online teaching and learning depend on having appropriately designed materials facilitated by knowledgeable educators. Learners do not have similar learning styles; therefore, the instructional designers (IDs) should opt for activities that address these learning styles which can be realized by designing activities that consider multiple instructional strategies. 
 Another issue here is that the Multi Media Experts (MMEs) do not understand the rubrics and the point of question as provided by the subject matter experts (SME) due, sometimes, to weakness in English. This is an insignificant problem that can be easily fixed by having both sit together to revise the platform.
Challenge three: electronic illiteracy
Most of the team members in charge of preparing the subject matter needed for the remedial English course have little or no knowledge of how to design an online course. This was their first encounter with such an experience. The challenge here was not due to inappropriate know-how in designing an EFL course, rather to inexperience in understanding and using technology and employing it in the design process. Electronic literacy delayed the process and contributed to opting for "simple solutions" for activities that require a different approach than in traditional texts. Thus, multiple choice, fill in the blanks and matching were dominant.
A possible solution was to have training and/or mentoring programs for the designers which helped a lot in rethinking the activities and reconsidering other ways of assessment. 
Challenge four: assessment
A major challenge that faces the teacher of an online course is assessment especially if one is to abide by regulations and guidelines provided by the university. Also, the large number of students makes it difficult to use traditional online assessment which requires close follow up on the part of the teacher especially writing assignments and projects. All this influenced the design of assessment within the online remedial English course.  Final written exams are, therefore, kept and written assignments are reduced to the minimum, but most quizzes will be computer based while  the face- to- face  portion of the course will be assessed during face- to- face classes.
Challenge five: development of a motivating online environment for both teachers and students

Online learning environments are different from traditional ones they include a full range of interactive methodologies which are not easy to design, designers have to pay more attention to creating a motivating environment due to the fact that learners will be dealing with computers and electronic templates away from their instructors. As a result, the patterns of communication students practice during learning are different in terms of quality, quantity and form of activities. Designers can also use instructional strategies not specifically developed for online instruction, but used in traditional classrooms that can be successfully adapted for online learning. The designers should choose instructional strategies which are most effective for achieving a particular online learning objective. Also, they should not forget that online courses should enable students to continue with their daily life activities, e.g. work, family. (ION, 2007)
Challenge six: new untraditional methodology, and resistance to change

Change is always difficult and not easily welcomed. To shift from a traditional EFL text-based course to an online one is a major issue for all: students, teachers, and administrators. In addition to the logistics needed for such a shift, there is a need for the "will" which is not always there. Moreover, there exists a kind of resentment and skepticism; not everybody is enthusiastic about shifting to online teaching. 

The solution to this kind of challenge is to encourage teachers and administrators to try online or blended courses and to encourage research in this area. Students are easier to convince; their problems are mostly related to accessibility and cost.

Challenge seven: cooperation between teams

At the beginning of the design process the subject matter experts worked on the material in order to choose the content of the online platform. Later, the team members split to work autonomously each one on a unit of four. The teams were cooperative, but only when they get together, and this is the challenge. It was not easy to get all members of the team to meet and do business due to geographical distances and work overload which resulted in lack of professional communication. For one thing, the subject matter experts could not meet regularly. The solution was to communicate through the E-mail and to divide the work which led to having heterogeneous activities and exercises let alone the approach. This could be overcome later, but will incur extra work. Another thing is that this project has two multimedia experts. Each worked on a separate unit and on a different platform with two different styles. To resolve this problem, both specialists have to sit together and come up with a solution which is not difficult, but again will demand extra work and time. It is much better to have only one MME throughout the design process. 
 Challenge eight: difference in background knowledge 
 Although the different backgrounds of the team members helped in having a cornucopia of ideas and offered resourceful experiences to come up with a final product that meets the objectives of designing an EFL online course, it was obvious that this difference played a significant role in having a draft that lacks structural homogeneity and systematic approach.
Solution: as in challenge 5 above, the team members have to do the tasks in a collective manner as much as possible. This will ensure a more homogenous and integrated course and will also serve as a ground for mentoring through which knowledge can be communicated between the team members.  

Challenge nine: time
Time is a challenge that was very crucial to all members of the design team for many reasons. To begin with, all members were preoccupied by other assignments whether related to their basic work or to other research or projects in which they are involved. It was extremely difficult for all members to get together except during holidays, something that no one wanted. Besides, many had to travel for long distances through road blocks which, sometimes, took 6 hours, so they were kept under the pressure of time to leave or catch a means of transportation. This affected the schedule of delivering the pilot version on time. Moreover, most of the challenges above demanded more time to encounter, thus leaving no option for the team except to postpone tasks.

It is very difficult to find a practical solution to this problem in an unpredictable situation like the one in Palestine where plans never work according to schedule. In an ideal situation, the solution would be planning and devotion.  
Challenge ten: cost
This was the least important challenge; however, it contributed to lack of enthusiasm on the part of all participants. The period of the project (3 years) is long enough to discourage the team especially if they are not paid in return for their work. Nevertheless, the team was not discouraged, but not very much encouraged either. All the expenses for transportation and food were paid; however, a modest sum will be paid for the whole period for the actual design. It makes a difference when enough encouraging funds are available; still, the immaterial return manifested in the experience itself is worth trying. Moreover, it is more costly to run an online course than a traditional one for distance learning. Also a team of support is needed in addition to tutoring and mentoring costs.   

Conclusion
The design of an EFL remedial course was a do-and-learn project under the umbrella of a larger project that aimed at creating an infrastructure for designing online courses for tertiary education institutions in Palestine. From the points of view of content, didactic purposes and technology, the course is expected to achieve its goals despite all the limitation and challenges that the design process faced. After implementing the course, a chance will be given to evaluate the P O S Ws (points of strength and weakness) that will capitalize on how well the course works both on the part of the students and the tutors and also to give feedback to the stakeholders. In addition, there should be an evaluation to how effective online EFL learning could be. The job of the designers will extend to cooperating with the tutors and the MME to resolve any problem that might come up, and this will help in improving and updating the contents of the EFL remedial course platform. This project is only a step in a humble endeavor to play a positive role in promoting excellence in language learning, motivating students, and encouraging instructors to develop and shift to the better.
To conclude, it is nowadays well established that the use of technology enhances language learning by opening new avenues for effective practices.  Using the internet, computers, and/or any other means yet to come in language instruction or any other form of education should be regarded as a plus to the marvelous civilization of mankind.
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