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Technology-enhanced academic language support (TALS) refers to any 
adjunctive learning and teaching program that utilises digitally based 
technologies to support and develop academic English language and 
skills. Despite its prevalence, TALS has been largely ignored in the 
literature. This lack of research and exploration is concerning, not only 
because such a widespread learning and teaching practice has been 
so neglected, but also because there is real need for good guidance. 
With the increasing rapidity of change in technology-enhanced 
education, there is a correspondingly increased need for TALS programs 
to have a solid grounding in theory, educational design and quality 
assurance. This paper will therefore briefly present a framework for 
TALS development that can be utilised across a variety of contexts 
and settings. It is expected that this framework will be of most use 
to teachers and developers interested in online academic language 
learning and teaching.

Introduction

Increasingly, academic English language programs have turned to digital technologies 
to enhance and supplement their face-to-face offerings. Demand for more flexible 
learning options (Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011), the popularity of off-campus study 
(James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010), tighter financial constraints (Mort & Drury, 2012) 
and rising enrolments of international students (International Education Advisory 
Council, 2013) are some of the reasons that there has been such massive growth in 
digital learning. The HELP Yourself Resources developed by EnglishHELP at Griffith 
English Language Institute, Griffith University (www.griffith.edu.au/englishhelp) is 
a typical example of these websites. The resources comprise short, animated videos 
with corresponding interactive practice activities on 20 identified areas of essential 
and academic grammar topics. Designed to support the academic language needs 
of students with English as an additional language, these resources are not attached 
to any specific course and are instead intended for self-access and study.

While numerous researchers have explored the fact that the HELP Yourself Resources 
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and similar programs represent a distinct breed of technology-enhanced language 
learning with its own particular objectives, expected learning outcomes and 
educational design needs (Conroy, 2010; Drury & Jones, 2010; Dunworth, 2013; 
Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; 
Strauss, Goodfellow, & Puxley, 2009), a comprehensive umbrella term for this set 
of learning and teaching practices has yet to be adopted. Dunworth (2013) opts for 
a lengthy descriptive approach with ‘online and e-learning language development 
opportunities that are self-access programs or independent learning resources’  
(p. 62); Leslie-McCarthy and Tutty (2011) employ the much more succinct, but overly 
general (and semantically confusing), ‘ALL [academic language and learning] websites’ 
(p. 24); and Goodfellow, Strauss, and Puxley (2012) write quite specifically about 

‘web-based writing support’ (p. 1). 

Levy and Hubbard (2005) have argued that ‘having a generally accepted term 
available is helpful’ (p. 148), but the literature has not yet come to any kind of 
terminological consensus. Existing terms such as CALL (the cognate discipline of 
Computer-Assisted Language Learning) and ALL websites do not seem entirely 
appropriate, with CALL being too closely aligned to the specific teaching of English 
(as opposed to academic language support), and ALL websites being so broad as to 
possibly include an information page about a centre’s service options. Web-based 
writing programs, on the other hand, is not inclusive enough. Therefore, this project 
will attempt to strike a balance between specificity and inclusivity by utilising the 
term technology-enhanced academic language support (TALS) , which as a label, is 
parsimonious, inclusive of a variety of different practices, and each of its constituents 
possesses a degree of cachet in the literature (Almpanis, Patrick, McLellan, Dinsmore, 
Faustino, & Basuki, 2010; Bayne, 2015; A. Kirkwood & Price, 2014; Levy & Hubbard, 
2005; Murray & Nallaya, 2014).

Currently, at least 35 of Australia’s 39 universities and a large majority of ELICOS 
institutes (particularly those offering pathways into tertiary institutes) provide some 
form of technology-enhanced academic language support to their students (Academic 
Association of Language and Learning, 2016). Despite occupying a seemingly large 
piece of academic real estate, the number of published studies on TALS design and 
development is surprisingly low, and what literature does exist consists mostly of 
case studies (Berry, 2012; Conroy, 2010; Goodfellow et al., 2012; K. W. Kirkwood, 
2012; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Mayes & de Freitas, 2007; Mort & Drury, 2012; 
Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Pryjmachuk, Gill, Wood, Olleveant, & Keeley, 2012; Shea, 
2007; Wijeyewardene, Patterson, & Collins, 2013). Yet, there is demonstrable need 
for good guidance. Goodfellow, Puxley, and Strauss (2009) found that most TALS 
materials are little more than ‘descriptive of approaches to academic writing, rather 
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than materials to assist in its development’ (p. 1029). In one of the few surveys of 
TALS, Leslie-McCarthy and Tutty (2011) reveal that the final product often fell short 
of developers’ goals (p. 27). They concluded that TALS programs in Australia: 

• were often ad hoc and sometimes haphazard in planning, 

• produced unexpected results in terms of how the students engaged with  
 materials, and

• suffered from a lack of input from experts in web-development and   
 educational technology. 

Framework

While case studies may be inspiring examples for developers, they are often highly 
contextualised to their specific environment and do not offer a clear developmental 
road map. Fox and Mackeogh (2003) therefore argue that the real advantages of 
technology-enhanced learning will flow from a ‘carefully designed pedagogical 
framework’ (p. 132). Rosado and Bélisle (2006) define a framework as ‘a rational 
structure that organizes institutional assumptions, curriculum objectives, educational 
concepts, ethical values, technologies, pedagogical goals and constraints and 
professional practices, in order to implement educational policies’ (p. 10). 

As there are no such frameworks specifically designed for TALS, frameworks 
developed for the cognate discipline of CALL could provide instructive examples. One 
of the earliest and most comprehensive of these was developed by Hubbard (1992) 
and comprises three distinct modules: development, implementation and evaluation. 
Having been created well before the widespread use of web technologies, significant 
portions of his framework are given to developing and testing purpose-built software, 
and so much of Hubbard’s work is now dated. Enduringly beneficial however are his 
design principles for creating developmental frameworks for technology-enhanced 
language teaching: 

(1) The framework should be based to the degree possible on existing frameworks 
or views of methodology for language teaching and learning in general.

(2) The framework should be non-dogmatic and flexible. 

(3) The framework should explicitly link the three facets of courseware development, 
evaluation and implementation. 

(4) Finally, the framework should faithfully represent the nature of the multiple 
relationships among its components 

(Hubbard, 1992, p. 49).
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Additionally, a TALS framework should aim to be both utilitarian and practicable so 
as to be easily accessible to both practitioners and developers. Utilising these five 
principles as a basis, Figure 1 delineates the structure of such a framework for TALS 
development.

Figure 1. A developmental framework for TALS

Similar to Hubbard’s work, the framework comprises three distinct modules: 
theoretical design, educational design and quality assurance. The framework must 
also consider the institutional context, such as available resources, local expertise, 
student demographics, institutional goals, budget, etc. Indeed, the institutional 
context encircles and constrains the whole of the framework, and would most 
certainly influence all aspects of the project. 

The framework may be utilised to evaluate and renew established materials or to 
build a new program from the ground up. Whether renewing an existing program 
or constructing a new one, all TALS projects should first start by establishing the 
undergirding theory. Once a theoretical approach has been established, then the 
developer may choose to move freely between the other modules as the situational 
context requires. The next sections will examine each of these three modules in 
more detail.
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Theoretical design

That any TALS programs must be grounded in theory is a resounding argument 
throughout the literature, and therefore design and development should emanate 
foremost from a theoretical core (Andrade, 2017; Blin, 2016; Chapelle, 2009; Hampel, 
2006; Hubbard, 1987; Levy, 2002). Unfortunately, there are no actual native learning 
and teaching theories for TALS. Rather, program design and development is overly 
reliant on a tangle of interrelated approaches from a menagerie of different fields, 
such as CALL, academic language and learning and English language teaching (Berry, 
2012; Clerehan, Turnbull, Moore, Brown, & Tuovinen, 2003; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; 
Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Mort & Drury, 2012). Moreover, there has yet to be 
a coalescence of any unified theoretical perspective with in any of those relevant 
disciplines, and instead there has been a continuous divarication into increasingly 
refined niches (Chapelle, 2009; Hampel, 2006; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Levy & Stockwell, 
2006; Stockwell, 2014; Yang, 2010). Hubbard (2008), for example, identified no less 
than 113 distinct learning theories for technology-enhanced language learning in just 
166 published papers from the venerable CALICO Journal. Burston (1996) laments this 
surfeit of theories as a serious burden that greatly complicates the process of tying 
theory to development, while Levy and Stockwell (2006) note that many educational 
designers pragmatically sidestep this academic Gordian knot by gathering a variety 
of theories and methods into a singular approach. Hubbard and Levy (2016) label 
this bootstrapping technique a ‘theory ensemble’ (p. 27) and endorse it as a practical 
way for developers to draw from a variety of different fields. 

This idea of an ensemble is not a new one. Carr-Chellman and Duchastel (2000) 
affirmed more than 15 years ago that ‘designers and instructors need to choose for 
themselves the best mixture [of learning theories] for their online courses’ (p. 239), 
and Chapelle (2009) stressed that it has long been a common practice of language 
teachers. Indeed, many of the best practice examples of TALS programs in Australia 
are essentially based on theory ensembles (Chanock, 2013; Conroy, 2010; Drury & 
Jones, 2010; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). 
Despite the longevity, the literature is less clear on how such an ensemble might 
be constructed, and the Australian examples are more exemplary than explanatory. 

The theoretical design module provides developers and practitioners with a map 
for constructing such an ensemble. It comprises five concentric circles: learning 
and teaching, e-learning, language, literacies and discipline, with each of these five 
domains representing an integral component for pedagogical consideration. 

Learning and teaching is at the core of the ensemble, and establishes the developer’s 
explicit understanding of how learning occurs and is facilitated. These notions may 
be rooted in a pedagogical school of thought (e.g., behaviourism, cognitivism, etc.) or 
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instead take the form of a set of design principles (e.g., ‘learning occurs best through 
active interaction’). Moving outwards, the next domain is that of e-learning. While the 
whole of the ensemble may be thought to emanate from these assumptions about 
learning, it cannot be ignored how digitally-based technologies have fundamentally 
affected the learning process. Tuman (1992) correctly predicted more than 20 years 
ago, ‘computers will reshape not just how we read and write and, by extension, how 
we teach these skills’ (p. 8), and Kerr (2016) observed that the user experience is now 

‘so powerful and so subjective that [language] learning principles will inevitably play 
second fiddle’ (para. 23). It is thus essential that developers consider early in their 
project how learning occurs and is facilitated within a digital environment.

Outside of this core are the inter-related domains of language, literacies and 
discipline. Language refers to the theories, practices and techniques of learning 
and teaching English as an additional language, while literacies would relate more 
to higher order aspects of language study, such as academic study skills, academic 
socialisation, academic literacies, as well as digital literacies. The outermost circle of 
discipline is optional, depending on the context, and would include discipline-related 
and/or discipline-specific language (e.g., English for specific purposes, discipline-
specific genres, etc). The boundary between these three areas of language study is 
often fuzzy, and there is often a considerable degree of overlap.

The theoretical design module is flexible in that developers may choose to work from 
the ‘inside out’ or the ‘outside in’, but the ultimate goal is to construct a coherent 
theory ensemble that remains felicitous to itself at all levels. For example, a socio-
constructionist position for learning and teaching should not be adopted alongside 
a structural approach for language as the resultant dissonance would likely degrade 
the efficacy of the program (Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Hyland, 2016). Intentionally, the 
module itself is non-dogmatic, accommodating any learning and teaching theory 
or approach, nor does it make an argument for adopting one theoretical approach 
over another. This inherent trait makes the whole framework conducive to a wider 
variety of institutional contexts, including those that may be particularly constrained 
by, for example, budget, time or access to software. 

Educational design 

Educational design provides a ‘bird’s eye view’ that ‘ensure[s] educational rigour 
through the integration of appropriate learning theory into the learning materials 
and events being designed’ (O'Reilly, 2004, p. 725). The educational design module 
of the framework illustrates this overview as a continuous cycle between the 
processes of instructional design and learning design. These two terms are often 
used interchangeably, but while instructional design ‘involves directing students 
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to appropriate learning activities’ (Merrill, Drake, Lacy, Pratt, & Group, 1996,  
p. 6), learning design ‘captures the pedagogical intent of a unit of study’ (Lockyer, 
Heathcote, & Dawson, 2013, p. 1442). Simplistically put, instructional design focuses 
on the teaching event, and learning design focuses on the learning event. Seemingly 
at odds, instructional design and learning design often work well in tandem, and 
it is important for TALS developers to consider the development of their program 
from both sides of this divide (Clerehan et al., 2003; Clifton, 2017; Lockyer et al., 
2013; O'Reilly, 2004). 

Learning design may take a variety of different formats, but Lockyer et al. (2013) list 
four common elements: ‘identifying the key actors involved (teachers and students), 
what they are expected to do (learning and teaching tasks), what educational 
resources are used to support the activities, and the sequence in which the activities 
unfold’ (p. 1442). Clifton (2017) defines the aim of learning design as ‘to describe 
pedagogic intentions in a particular learning context’ (p. 277), and is thus descriptive 
of the learning and teaching process. Instructional design, by contrast, is generally 
much more restrictive, and it is more prescriptive in achieving specific learning 
outcomes. While there are number of famous instructional design models (ADDIE, 
Dick and Carey, and Rapid Prototyping), most incorporate at least five basic steps: 
analyse, design, develop, implement and evaluate. Regardless the method adopted, 
the learning and instructional design processes should aim to define program 
objectives and expected learning outcomes, as well as maximise user engagement.

Quality assurance 

Ensuring the quality of a TALS program is by no means straightforward, and in many 
cases, developers have avoided any forceful assertion that their program actually 
improves academic language proficiency. As Clerehan et al. (2003) state, ‘measuring 
the amount of learning that has occurred within a language and academic skills 
framework – even at the end of a face-to-face session – can challenge ingenuity’ 
(p. 19). On the other hand, it seems highly likely that many institutes do little more 
than measure the number of site visits to gauge the success of their TALS program 
(Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011). While Skinner, Mort, Calvo, Drury, and Garcia Molina 
(2012) sardonically observe that a program that does not attract students must be 
considered ‘unsuccessful’ (p. 548), success cannot be determined by the level of 
student traffic alone. Therefore, rather than rely solely on summative assessment 
and site traffic data, it would be better to adopt a whole-of-program, systematic 
quality assurance scheme.  

The literature details a number of approaches to quality assurance for TALS and 
TALS-like programs. Clerehan et al. (2003) implemented a plan that spanned the 



Volume 35 No 112 English Australia Journal

entirety of their program’s development cycle and drew on data collected from 
student feedback, peer reviews and the monitoring of online activities. Mort and 
Drury (2012) adopted a similar approach employing the monitoring of online activity, 
student surveys and focus groups to determine ‘how students were using the site and 
most importantly what they were learning’ (p. 6). Sims (2001) stressed the need for 
continuous evaluation as opposed to an end-of-project summative review as means 
for a technology-enhanced educational product to ‘be more likely to achieve the 
educational and learning goals’ (p. 2). He suggested a number of factors that should 
be considered in the evaluation, including strategic intent, content, learning design, 
interface design, interactivity, assessment, student support, utility of content, and 
outcomes, and in his Eight Dimensions of E-Learning, Khan (2005, p. ix) established a 
broad set of evaluative categories: institutional, management, technological, ethical, 
interface design and resource support.

The evaluative elements of a TALS program suggested above seem to fall broadly into 
two categories, learning and teaching and educational technology. Quality assurance 
for learning and teaching could consider learning content, assessment and feedback, 
while educational technology could examine ongoing resource management, user 
technical support, the user interface and the user experience. Researchers and 
developers would need define evaluative areas that are the most practical and 
accessible for them to measure. Quality assurance may be accomplished either 
quantitively or qualitatively, and could be based on any combination of user surveys, 
focus groups, systematic reviews, external benchmarks, formative and summative 
assessments and learning analytics. Ideally, it should determine the degree to which 
the stated learning outcomes and program objectives are achieved and the degree 
to which users engage with the learning content.

Conclusion

An unpublished desk audit commissioned in 2014 by EnglishHELP at Griffith English 
Language Institute (GELI) identified over 230 TALS programs across Australia, New 
Zealand, the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom. These materials 
differed widely in their scope, design and target audience, but shared a commonality 
of purpose in providing supplemental language and academic skills guidance to 
EAL students. At present, the approach to TALS is haphazard with no overarching 
guidance available to developers. Although there are programs that are exceptional 
examples of well-planned, theory-informed design, they do not provide well-defined 
frameworks for other programs to follow. This paper has therefore presented a 
short introduction to a TALS framework that practitioners can utilise to develop and 
evaluate their own TALS programs.
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