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Abstract

The current emphasis on e-learning has lead to a decline in the market for educational CD-ROMs and the birth of new market in on-line learning materials. Many of these web sites charge subscriptions which offer differing amounts of value for money. This case study examines one such web site, amazing-grades.com and aims to provide readers with advice as whether the current annual individual subscription of £45 or a full site licence of £750 constitute value for money.  This article is intended to act as a prelude to more in depth empirical research into how teenagers use the Internet.


Introduction

The current emphasis on the importance of out of school learning and parental involvement in children’s education has led to the growth of a significant new market in e-learning (Scanlon & Buckingham, 2004). This short article examines the claim by one such e-learning provider, Newcastle based educational publishers the Amazing Group, that their on-line resource amazing-grades.com is ‘the intelligent way to use the Internet for teaching and learning’.
Students’ use of the Internet

With the amount of time teenagers spend using the Internet fast approaching that which they spend watching television (Grunwald, 2004) it is not now difficult to replace the acronym ICT with the word Internet. The majority of the current cohort of secondary students view the Internet as being a leisure environment and a source of downloaded music and images (Lewin et al, 2003). Somekh et al’s (2002) research showed only 13% of pupils ranked revision or homework sites in their list of favourites. 

Accuracy and Reliability of Information

There are further drawbacks to a high level of dependence on the Internet as a tool for teaching and learning. The Internet has evolved into a source of enormous quantities of information of varying quality and reliability, which are made available by numerous providers driven by every possible motive known to mankind (Lewin et al, 2003, McKenzie, 2000). As Goldsborough (2004) puts it “Truth telling has never been a requirement to provide information online. Standards for accuracy, to a large extent, don't exist”. Furthermore, the rules of copyright are only adhered to in a haphazard manner which results in many authors being wary of supplying information or text of any value. This would indicate that only a small minority of the information on the Internet is of real educational use. Users must often visit dozens of sites and pass through many levels of menus before they find solid content relevant to the curriculum question at hand. 

Locating Information

Despite the fact that most students have the ability to ‘surf’ the Internet, many lack the skills and strategies necessary to negotiate the reams of available information. Livingstone et al (2005) found that only 22% of 9-19 year olds say that they always find what they’re looking for and only one in five ask for help when they can’t find something. McKenzie (1995) called for the provision of better guides to the Internet that would make staff and students ‘trips fast, efficient, fruitful and satisfying.’ He goes on to call for these guides to provide links which are thoroughly annotated giving users a brief summary of the site. Amazing Grades acts as a guide to both teacher and learner, pointing to excellent information on the larger web and identifying educationally worthwhile pages through annotations. 

These annotations are compiled by a team of subject specialist teachers to inform the user as to what the site they are about to visit can offer them. The Internet is increasingly being used as a means of advertising to children. Amazing Grades warns users as to the amount of advertising and pop ups used on the site they are about to visit. Similarly, they provide an excellent alternative to filtering systems for those parents who are concerned about their children coming into contact with controversial or even inappropriate materials. 

Oliver (2000) proves that exposing students to web sites with authentic information provides them with environments that support inquiry based and constructivist learning. Couple this with the inherent difficulties in policing available content on the web, and it becomes apparent that there is a significant need for well controlled sites such as Amazing Grades.

Moreover, Amazing Grades can counteract the increased workload 35% of teachers reported as being associated with finding suitable on-line materials (Harris & Cunningham, 2003). Rather than searching through a myriad of irrelevant and unsuitable material, staff can quickly access information that has already been vetted and approved by their colleagues. Thus, allowing them to save valuable time when preparing lesson, homework and revision materials. Indeed, unlike some of its counterparts Amazing Grades does not merely offer tokenistic technology in the hope of stimulating learning instead it gives highly skilled practitioners the opportunity to share good practice and access to high quality resources.

Accessibility & Design

It is clear that the designers and developers of Amazing Grades have taken into account the escalating profile of web accessibility. Links to increase text size are provided to help users with low vision on all pages. The use of a monochromatic colour scheme on the home page and complementary colour schemes on all other pages not only give the site a clean look but also increase the accessibility of those users who suffer from colour blindness. Further consideration of the visually impaired and those using text readers is apparent as the site can easily be navigated using the tab index. 

The navigation elements of the site are reasonably simplistic and will not present any problems to the vast majority of users. The main navigation bar lists the main areas of the site. The remainder of the site’s navigation is broadly in line with the ‘three clicks’ rule. External links open in a new window and the address bar is hidden by the use of JavaScript. 


Conclusions

Use of the Internet as a tool for teaching and learning remains a contentious issue. The internet’s value in research is unquestionable, however access to this research is not as simple as turning on the computer and clicking on ‘Google’. Passey et al (2004) report that in the case of gifted and talented students there were no constraints on how deeply these pupils could get into issues on the Internet and they could extract and analyse information on their own. Elsewhere, however, there is a real need for the provision of structured on-line resources which point learners in the direction of authentic, reliable and germane curriculum materials. It is in this role that Amazing Grades has greatest merit both in and beyond the four walls of a classroom. 

