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Chapter 5 The Program

Diagnostic English Phonetics Course
1. Environment of the Program

Generally speaking, the environment of the program is composed of the following parts (c.f. Fig 5-1): 

· Aid Area: where some possible ways are offered to help students with their problems during the course, including instructor, on-line help, forum and resources. This area is available all through the course.
· Menu Area: where locate all the lessons and related information. This area also remains the same and available all through the course, which offers the students the possibility to choose whatever phoneme they would like to work on. 
· Demonstration Area: This is the area where all the lessons are shown. In another word this is the working area where the students deal with all the lessons. Therefore it is changing throughout the course.
· Copyright Area: It is the protection of the course and put at an inferior corner of the pages, which does not mean that it is not important.
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The program is constructed with an aim to be simple and useful. The Aid Area is always there to offer the students different ways to get help whenever they encounter a problem. Under the suggestion of Dr. D. Schneider, the aid bar is designed to take as small a part of the area as possible but anyhow visible, since it is anyway not used as often as the other parts of the course. The Menu Area serves as a kind of "table of content" through which the students can get access to all the lessons. It is designed in a way that the students can either follow the course systematically or choose those parts that they are interested in. It remains the same all through the course to offer the possibility for the students to find easily whatever lesson they want to take. The Demonstration Area takes the largest part of the page since it is the working place where all the lessons are dealt with and where all the course related information is shown. By default, at the homepage it explains the course objective and the required equipments to follow the course; and at the beginning of the course, it shows a brief introduction of the elements in the Menu Area of the course pages, especially those concerning the implementation of the lessons. 

2. Elements of Each Area

As we have seen in the former chapter, a good online course should meet the four basic psychological needs, namely belonging, freedom, power and fun. Following Schweizer's suggestions (1999), the program is created with an aim to be fun, empowering, full of choices for students and a place where students feel that they belong. Interactive and creative exercises will be fun. Knowledge is power. Once the students feel that they are tackling problems and they are recognized with their progress, they will feel their power. During the learning process, they should be able to choose whatever they want to learn and feel free to pace themselves. To belong means that they can communicate with the teacher and other students in order for them not to feel to be deserted. Following this line, we created different elements and put them into the different areas mentioned above.

2.1. Aid Area

In this area, the students can find means and possibilities to communicate with either the teacher or the other students. It provides the students with several ways of help whenever and wherever they need it:

I. Home: which leads always to the homepage.
II. Instructor: Here the students will find information of the teacher and his/her coordinates. Thus they can get in touch with their teacher any time they want to.
III. Online Help: Here are explained some previewed problems that the students may encounter during the course.
IV. Forum: It is a place where the students and the teacher meet to discuss questions and to share advice or opinions.
V. Resources: Here the students can find some resources on the English phonetics and other related information or courses.
2.2. Menu Area:

At the Menu Area of the homepage, the objective of the course and some necessary beforehand knowledge are offered:

I. Course Objective: It explains the course objective together with equipment requirements to follow the course.
II. Navigating in the Course: Here the students can find instruction on how to navigate in the course.
III. Course: It leads the students to the course.
At the course pages, the Menu Area is the place where the students can choose freely the lessons on whatever English phoneme(s) they want to undertake. Some related knowledge is also provided.

I. Pre-Course Knowledge: It explains some basic phonetics knowledge (especially some acoustic knowledge) which is very important to obtain before the course.
II. Speech Organs: This is a standard and an obligatory part of a phonetics course. It shows in images all the articulatory organs which are very important to know to follow the course since it is inevitable to refer to the different organs involved in the articulation of the different phonetic sounds.
III. Vowels: They lead to the lessons on all the English vowels and related information.
IV. Consonants: They lead to the lessons on all the English consonants and related information.
V. Glossary: Here explained are the linguistic terms used throughout the course.
2.3. Demonstration Area

This is the place where all the lessons are undertaken and all the related information is demonstrated. This is the only area where the content is changing throughout the course.

3. The Lessons

As shown in Chapter 4, the method used in creating the course is an integrated one. That is to say, we will take advantage of some of the well-known phonetics teaching methods explained in the former chapter. The structure of the lessons is: Pretest ( Lesson ( Practice ( Exercise:
3.1. Pretest

The aim of the Pretest is to see whether the student has problem(s) or not with a certain sound. The method is acoustic and audio-visual. It offers the student with the following means:

I. Record: With the applet Snack as explained in Chapter 4, the student can record his own pronunciation and at the same time see the spectrogram of it.
II. Compare: After recording his own pronunciation, the student can compare it with the standard pronunciation both auditorily and visually:
1). sound: compare his own pronunciation with the standard one;
2). formants: compare the formants of his own pronunciation with those of the standard one. The standard formants are shown in images of both two genders.
If he finds that the two aspects of his own pronunciation conform with those of the standard one, the student can pass on to another phoneme; otherwise he is advised to go to follow the lesson on the phoneme in question.

3.2. Lesson

The method used in the lesson is articulatory, acoustic and comparative. The lesson of each phoneme is composed of the following parts:

I. Properties: It shows the properties of the phoneme in a few words.
II. How to pronounce: Here shows the position of the tongue, openness of the mouth, manners or places of the articulation, etc. in one word, the state or movement of the articulators involved to get the sound.
III. Formants: The characteristics of the formants of each phoneme are marked out either in red lines (for vowels) or between dotted red lines (for consonants) in the image of the standard pronunciation in order to draw the students' attention on them and thus to work on this part in their own pronunciation.
IV. Little Plus: Here are suggested some specific solutions to the possible problems that the Chinese students from certain regions may have. Since in the needs analyses done in Chapter 3 we have known most of the serious problems that the Chinese students from different regions with different Chinese accents may have, it is possible to propose specific ways to tackle the different kinds of problems. For example, students from Xibei region may have problems to distinguish [(] and [(]. Most of them pronounce [(] with a nasal sound similar to [(]. It is hard for them to distinguish between words like night and light because they don't see the difference even in Chinese. A possible way to tackle the problem is suggested here in the lesson of [(]. In order to get the correct [(], the student is asked to block his nostrils completely before he begins to produce the sound, a situation as if he caught a cold; and at the same time put the blade of his tongue a little behind the hard palate. To make sure that he is not pronouncing it nasally, he is suggested to put his two fore fingers on the two sides of his nose. If his nose vibrates, it is sure that he is producing a nasal sound. He should then practice till his nose does not vibrate any more, which means he is producing [(] at that moment. This method has proved very efficient with my husband who has the very problem. Now he knows how to get the correct [(], although he resumes to a nasal [(] from time to time. It is really hard to get rid of the old habit. 
3.3. Practice

The method used in this part is audio-visual, acoustic and comparative. In general, it consists of the following elements:

I. Listen: The student can listen to the standard sound as many times as they like.
II. Record: After listening to the standard sound, the student can record their own pronunciation in the Snack applet and at the same time they can see the formants of their pronunciation.
III. Compare: As in the Pretest, here the student can compare two aspects of the sounds. Firstly he can compare his own pronunciation with the standard one. Secondly he can visually compare the formants of his own pronunciation with those of the standard pronunciation. The formants of the standard pronunciation are shown in images of both the two genders. The characteristics of the formants of the standard sounds are marked out either in red lines (for vowels) or between dotted red lines (for consonants). When the student is trying to get the correct formants, he is trying to get the correct sound.
3.4. Exercise

For the moment, the exercises in the examples are mainly on the distinction of sounds which is the easiest to realize. For the future of the program, we are thinking of exercises such as ear-training exercises (as described in Chapter 4), discrimination exercises (as proposed by A.C. Gimson & A. Cruttenden, 1994). We can also create unit exercises according to the different characteristics of each group of phonemes as well as inter-unit exercises such as that to distinguish [(] and [(]. All these kinds of exercises are realizable on the Web. An ideal exercise would be one that could give automatic response to the student's pronunciation and which could offer a reasonable automatic analysis of the student's pronunciation. But up to now, we have not find the means yet to realize it on the Web.

4. Technical Implementation of the Program

The present program was created with AceHTML Freeware, a full featured HTML (HyperText Markup Language) Editor. It helps to edit all HTML tags, JavaScript events and style sheet properties. It is ideal for Web developers who need a professional level tool without the financial investment. It is available at URL:

 http://freeware.acehtml.com/. 

The program is realized by using frames. Each page or screen is divided into basically four parts: 1) the top frame with 57 pixels; 2) the left frame with 188 pixels; 3) the copyright frame occupies 25 pixels, and 4) the right middle frame occupies the rest part. The aim to put the frames in pixels is to have them remain the same all through the course, which facilitates the operation of the learning process.

The structure of the course menu in the Menu Area is based on the Joust Navigation System in JavaScript which is available at URL: http://www.ivanpeters.com/. This system has several advantages. First of all, it offers much information in a small space. Secondly, it is structured in the same way as the Windows Explorer which any one who has some knowledge of Windows can manipulate. Finally, for a course like this with as many as 48 lessons or even more, with this structure it is easier to find a desired lesson, which is exactly one of the aims of such an online course.

In most of the course pages, the Snack applet is embedded to record and play sound. As shown in the former chapter, it is a freeware and available at URL: http://www.speech.kth.se/snack/. Many sounds are also embedded by using the following code: <embed src="filename" name="main" hidden="false" autostart="false" volume="100" mastersound border="0" width="200" height="40">. Thus we can see the sound bars appear in the pages and play the sounds as often as we want. But make sure that Media Player has been installed in the computer.

The rest of the pages are all created with regular HTML, the lingua franca for publishing hypertext on the World Wide Web.
5. Conclusion

There are 48 English phonemes in RP, for the moment we can not deal with all of them. The program has offered examples with three phonemes, namely [((], [(] and [(]. As we have seen in Chapter 3, many Chinese students tend to pronounce the English [((] by way of the Chinese [((] and students from Xibei region can not distinguish [(] and [(]. Although the program is not complete, the proposed method is well implemented. 

In the following chapter, the result of a pre-test of the program is described.
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