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Introduction	  

Grammar	  is	  often	  considered	  one	  of	  the	  more	  difficult	  aspects	  of	  a	  foreign	  language	  to	  
master.	  English	  Language	  Learners	  (ELLs)	  learn	  new	  grammar	  rules	  every	  day,	  but	  they	  
sometimes	   struggle	   to	   apply	   those	   rules	   automatically	   when	   they	   speak	   or	   write	   in	  
English.	   Extra	   practice	   is	   needed	   in	   order	   for	   learners	   to	   be	   able	   to	   carry	   out	   their	  
communication	  effectively.	  The	  Information	  Age	  has	  provided	  ELLs	  with	  a	  wide	  variety	  
of	  technological	  aids	  to	  facilitate	  their	  learning	  processes	  and	  provide	  them	  with	  extra	  
self-‐practice.	  However,	  it	  is	  important	  to	  determine	  whether	  or	  not	  those	  technological	  
resources	   are	   genuinely	   effective	   for	   addressing	   new	   literacies	   that	   address	   users’	  
knowledge,	  context,	  engagement,	  use	  of	  critical	  thinking,	  interaction,	  and	  integration	  of	  
different	  language	  skills.	  The	  purpose	  of	  this	  paper	  is	  to	  introduce	  Gramster	  II,	  an	  online	  
application	   intended	  to	  help	  ELLs	   improve	   their	  grammar,	  and	  evaluate	   it	   in	   terms	  of	  
the	  how	  is	  addresses	  the	  learning	  of	  new	  literacies.	  	  
General	  Description	  

Gramster	   II	   is	   an	   internet-‐based	   application	   that	   aims	   to	   help	   ELLs	   grammar	  
development	   by	   providing	   students	  with	   practice	   exercises	   and	   highlighting	   primary	  
grammatical	  points.	  After	  accessing	  Gramster	  II	  through	  http://www.edulang.com/en/,	  
the	  user	  is	  provided	  with	  a	  login	  ID	  and	  password	  at	  no	  cost.	  The	  user	  then	  determines	  
what	   he/she	   wants	   to	   pay,	   and	   half	   of	   that	   amount	   is	   donated	   to	   the	   charity	  
organization	  Room	  to	  Read.	  The	  user	  may	  then	  use	  Gramster	  II	  for	  the	  next	  12	  months.	  	  
Gramster	   II	   consists	   of	   five	   levels	   of	   English	   proficiency	   as	   shown	   in	   Table	   1.	   The	  
program	   focuses	   on	   35	   grammar	   points	   as	   well	   as	   provides	   practice	   exercises	  
depending	  on	  the	  user’s	  level	  of	  language	  proficiency.	  Table	  1	  lists	  the	  grammar	  topics	  
covered	  under	  each	  level.	  	  
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Table	  1.	  Gramster	  II	  content	  for	  varying	  English	  proficiency	  levels	  
	  
Level	  1:	  Beginner	  
• Simple	  sentences	  
• Yes	  /	  No	  questions	  
• This,	  that,	  these	  and	  

those	  
• Singular,	  plural	  and	  

group	  nouns	  
• Direct	  and	  Indirect	  

objects	  
• Adverbs	  and	  adverbs	  of	  

frequency	  
• My	  and	  mine	  
• Test	  yourself	  on	  Level	  1	  

(8	  tests)	  	  

Level	  2:	  False	  Beginner	  
• Verbs	  +	  -‐ing	  
• Quantities	  –	  much,	  many,	  

lot	  of,	  few,	  little	  
• Auxiliary	  verbs	  –	  be,	  do	  

and	  have	  
• Quantities	  –	  most,	  some,	  

all,	  no,	  none,	  any	  
• Adverbs	  for	  lengths	  of	  

time	  
• Talking	  about	  groups	  –	  

every,	  each,	  both,	  either,	  
neither	  

• Link	  verbs	  
• Test	  yourself	  on	  Level	  2	  

(8	  tests)	  

Level	  3:	  Intermediate	  
• Verbs	  with	  two	  objects	  
• Comparing	  using	  ‘as…as’,	  

like,	  the	  way,	  the	  same	  as	  
• ‘To’	  infinitives	  
• Too,	  enough,	  too	  much,	  

too	  many	  
• Nouns	  +	  prepositions	  –	  

fixed	  expressions	  
• Talking	  about	  numbers	  –	  

decimals,	  fractions	  and	  
percents	  

• So,	  such	  a,	  rather,	  awfully,	  
extremely,	  pretty	  

• Test	  yourself	  on	  Level	  3	  
(8	  tests)	  

Level	  4:	  Advanced	  
• Clauses	  to	  describe	  times	  
• Adjectives	  and	  prepositions	  
• Conditional	  sentences	  without	  if	  
• Talking	  about	  purposes	  
• Reciprocal	  pronouns	  and	  their	  verbs	  
• Linking	  words	  
• Prepositions	  of	  time	  
• Test	  yourself	  on	  Level	  4	  (8	  tests)	  

Level	  5:	  Proficiency	  
• Past	  events	  which	  did	  not	  happen	  
• Impersonal	  subjects	  –	  it	  and	  there	  
• Inversion	  
• What	  clauses	  
• Subjunctive	  
• As	  if,	  as	  though,	  imagine	  and	  suppose	  
• Semi-‐modal	  verbs	  
• Test	  yourself	  on	  Level	  5	  (8	  tests)	  

	  
	  
When	   a	   user	   clicks	   on	   a	   grammar	   topic,	   the	   application	   presents	   choices	   of	   ten	   sub-‐
sections	  including	  a	  reading	  passage	  with	  pre	  and	  post	  reading	  tasks,	  a	  glossary	  list,	  and	  
practice	   exercises	   such	   as	   multiple	   choice,	   drag	   and	   drop,	   gap	   filling,	   and	   word	  
selection.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  each	  level,	  there	  is	  a	  test	  to	  assess	  the	  user’s	  progress.	  Samples	  
of	  those	  sub-‐sections	  are	  displayed	  in	  Figures	  1-‐3.	  
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Figure	  1.	  ‘Before	  you	  read’	  beginner	  drag	  and	  drop	  task	  
	  

	  
	  

Figure	  2.	  False	  Beginner	  reading	  passage	  
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Figure	  3.	  Intermediate	  post	  reading	  task	  
	  
Immediately	  following	  the	  subsections,	  a	  grammar	  rule	  (see	  Figure	  4)	  is	  displayed.	  	  
	  

	  
	  

Figure	  4.	  Advanced	  grammar	  rule	  
	  
Following	  each	  grammar	  rule,	  there	  is	  a	  ‘Did	  you	  understand	  the	  grammar	  rules?’	  task	  
(shown	  in	  Figure	  5)	  in	  which	  the	  user	  is	  given	  the	  chance	  to	  review	  the	  grammar	  point	  
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by	  completing	  a	  practice	  exercise	   that	  asks	  direct	  questions	  about	   the	  construction	  of	  
the	  rule.	  
	  

	  
	  

Figure	  5.	  ‘Did	  you	  understand	  the	  grammar	  rules?’	  task	  
	  
If	   a	   student	  needs	  assistance	  with	  an	  activity,	  he/she	  may	  click	  on	   the	  question	  mark	  
box	   and	   be	   provided	   with	   a	   hint	   to	   help	   complete	   the	   activity.	   After	   providing	   an	  
answer,	  the	  user	  receives	  instant	  feedback	  at	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  page.	  	  
Evaluation	  

The	  criteria	  used	  to	  conduct	  this	  evaluation	  of	  Gramster	  II	  are	  part	  of	  the	  pedagogical	  
framework	  provided	  by	  Jonassen	  (1999).	  This	  framework	  “help[s]	  analyze	  the	  extent	  to	  
which	  computer	  applications	  are	  being	  used	  as	  mindtools	   to	  generate	  knowledge	  and	  
promote	  critical	   thinking”	  (Cummins,	  Brown	  &	  Sayers,	  2007,	  p.	  111).	   Jonassen	  (1999)	  
specifically	   identified	   three	   key	   dimensions	   to	   evaluate	   technological	   tools:	   (a)	  
engagement,	   (b)	   generativity	   of	   knowledge	   and	   critical	   thinking,	   and	   (c)	   control	   (in	  
Cummins,	   Brown	   &	   Sayers,	   2007,	   p.	   111).	   In	   addition	   to	   these	   dimensions	   of	   new	  
literacies,	  the	  use	  of	  context,	  the	  integration	  of	  different	  language	  skills,	  and	  interaction	  
are	  taken	  into	  consideration	  in	  this	  tool’s	  evaluation.	  
Engagement	  and	  Generativity	  

To	  some	  extent,	  Gramster	  II	  promotes	  generativity	  of	  knowledge	  and	  critical	  thinking,	  
which	   enhance	   engaged	   learning.	   The	   adopted	   approach	   to	   practice	   grammar	   is	   the	  
inductive	   approach,	  which	   “starts	  with	   some	  examples	   from	  which	  a	   rule	   is	   inferred”	  
(Thornbury,	  2000,	  p.	  29).	  The	  ‘before	  you	  read’	  task	  (see	  Figure	  1)	  draws	  on	  the	  user’s	  
prior	   knowledge.	   Instead	   of	   starting	   by	   introducing	   the	   grammar	   point,	   Gramster	   II	  
gives	  the	  users	  the	  chance	  to	  use	  critical	  thinking	  skills	  and	  draw	  on	  prior	  knowledge	  to	  
infer	   the	   application	   of	   a	   specific	   rule.	   Before	   the	   user	   reaches	   the	   grammar	   point,	  
he/she	   goes	   through	   a	   reading	   passage	   in	   addition	   to	   pre-‐reading	   and	   post-‐reading	  
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tasks	  connected	  to	  the	  reading	  (as	  seen	   in	  Figures	  1,	  2,	  and	  3).	  Although	  the	  software	  
offers	  different	  tasks	  to	  practice	  each	  grammar	  point,	  the	  number	  of	  tasks	  is	  limited,	  i.e.	  
there	   is	  only	  one	  exercise	   for	  every	  sub-‐section.	  The	  small	  number	  of	   tasks	  would	  do	  
little	  to	  improve	  the	  user’s	  level	  if	  they	  repeat	  the	  same	  exercise	  over	  and	  over	  again.	  
Control	  

Gramster	  II	  subsections	  are	  formatted	  the	  same	  under	  each	  grammar	  point,	  making	  the	  
tasks	   easy	   to	   navigate.	   Also,	   the	   program	   permits	   the	   user	   to	   control	   the	   learning	  
process	  by	  easily	  navigating	  through	  the	  different	  options.	  In	  other	  words,	  if	  the	  user	  is	  
engaged	  in	  a	  certain	  task	  in	  which	  he/she	  could	  not	  remember	  a	  certain	  grammar	  point	  
or	  understand	  a	  word,	  the	  user	  can	  go	  back	  to	  the	  grammar	  rule	  or	  look	  up	  a	  word	  in	  
the	   dictionary	   and	   then	   return	   to	   the	   task,	   thereby	   allowing	   greater	   control	   over	   the	  
learning	  experience.	  
Context	  

The	   examples	   in	   the	   grammar	   points	   are	   drawn	   from	   authentic	   discourse	   such	   as	  
magazines,	  newspapers,	  surveys,	  reports,	  and	  quotes.	  This	  allows	  the	  user	  to	  see	  how	  a	  
grammar	   rule	   is	   used	   in	   various	   daily-‐life	   contexts,	   and	   practice	   applications	   of	  
appropriate	  use.	  
Integration	  of	  Different	  Language	  Skills	  

Another	  strength	  of	  Gramster	  II	  is	  the	  integration	  of	  different	  language	  skills	  that	  may	  
increase	   the	   user’s	   engagement	   and	   learning.	   In	   addition	   to	   enhancing	   reading	   by	  
allowing	   practice	   applications	   of	   grammar	   in	   context,	   Gramster	   II	   also	   works	   on	  
developing	  the	  user’s	  vocabulary	  competence	  by	  providing	  tasks	  to	  practice	  vocabulary	  
as	   connected	   to	   the	   theme	   of	   the	   topic.	   Also,	   the	   last	   section	   of	   each	   grammar	   point	  
contains	  a	  glossary	  list	  with	  some	  of	  the	  encountered	  vocabulary	  words.	  Figures	  6	  and	  7	  
show	  samples	  of	  a	  vocabulary	  practice	  exercise	  and	  a	  glossary	  list.	  	  
	  

	  
Figure	  6.	  Sample	  of	  vocabulary	  exercise	  
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Figure	  7.	  Sample	  of	  glossary	  list	  
	  
Although	   Gramster	   II	   assists	   in	   developing	   grammatical	   competence,	   reading,	  
vocabulary,	  there	  are	  not	  explicit	  tasks	  designed	  for	  writing	  improvement.	  An	  example	  
of	  a	  potential	  task	  that	  could	  be	  included	  is	  one	  which	  has	  learners	  write	  a	  paragraph	  or	  
an	   essay	   related	   to	   the	   theme	   of	   the	   topic	   to	   encourage	   users	   to	   apply	   the	   learned	  
grammar	   points.	   In	   addition,	   having	   audio	   assistance	   available	   for	   the	   instruction,	  
reading,	  and	  exercises	  would	  add	  additional	  aural	  comprehension	  activities	  to	  Gramster	  
II.	  The	  user	  could	  practice	  listening	  and	  learn	  how	  words	  are	  pronounced	  in	  addition	  to	  
the	   suprasegmentals	   of	   English	   such	   as	   intonation	   and	   stress.	   This	   would	   also	   help	  
users	  in	  learning	  the	  correct	  pronunciation	  of	  verb-‐endings	  of	  regular	  forms	  of	  the	  past	  
tense	  /t/,	  /d/,	  and	  /id/,	  and	  the	  third	  person	  endings	   in	   the	  present	  simple	  tense	  /s/	  
and	  /z/.	  
Interaction	  

Gramster	  2	  can	  be	  considered	  interactive	  in	  terms	  of	  user/computer	  interaction.	  After	  
each	   response	   the	   user	   gives,	   immediate	   feedback	   pops	   up	   to	   tell	   the	   user	   whether	  
his/her	  answer	  is	  correct	  or	  not.	  The	  program	  also	  provides	  different	  font	  colors	  for	  the	  
chosen	   response,	   green	   indicating	   a	   correct	   answer	   and	   red	   indicating	   an	   incorrect	  
answer,	   as	   shown	   in	   Figure	   8.	   This	  makes	   it	   easier	   for	   the	   user	   to	   recognize	   his/her	  
mistakes.	  
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Figure	  8.	  Sample	  of	  feedback	  
	  
An	  additional	  interactive	  feature	  is	  provided	  in	  the	  help	  options	  provided	  by	  Gramster	  
II.	  One	  help	  option	  is	  the	  question	  mark	  box	  which,	  when	  clicked,	  gives	  users	  a	  hint	  to	  
find	  the	  correct	  response.	  Another	  help	  option	  is	  available	   in	  the	  dictionary	  feature	  of	  
the	  program.	  If	  the	  user	  does	  not	  understand	  a	  certain	  word,	  he/she	  can	  right-‐click	  on	  
the	  word	  and	  different	  definitions	  are	  given.	  An	  example	  is	  provided	  in	  Figure	  9.	  
	  

	  
	  
Figure	  9.	  Sample	  of	  dictionary	  definition	  
Conclusion	  

Overall,	  Gramster	   II	   is	   a	  useful	   resource	   for	  practicing	  grammar	   in	  an	   interactive	  and	  
authentic	  context.	  Grammar	  rules	  are	  explained	  in	  a	  clear	  and	  simple	  way.	  The	  program	  
activities	  focus	  on	  the	  meaning	  of	  grammar	  points,	  but	  also	  attend	  to	  the	  grammatical	  
form.	   In	  addition	   to	  grammar,	  Gramster	   II	   integrates	  other	   skills	   such	  as	   reading	  and	  
vocabulary.	   However,	   there	   are	   still	   drawbacks	   to	   the	   program.	   Shortcomings	   of	  
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Gramster	   II	   include:	   the	   limited	   content,	   which	  might	  make	   it	   less	   useable;	   a	   lack	   of	  
explicit	  writing	  tasks	  to	  assist	  in	  applying	  grammar	  in	  context;	  lack	  of	  audio	  to	  improve	  
the	   users’	   listening	   skills	   and	  pronunciation.	  Despite	   these	   shortcomings,	   Gramster	   II	  
can	  be	  a	  useful	  tool	  for	  self-‐practice	  or	  supplementary	  material	  to	  practice	  grammar.	  	  
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