COMPARING ENGLISH-LEARNING SITES

Reading Sites 
1. English Language Resources - http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/english.html 
2. The Alex Catalogue of Electronic Texts - http://www.infomotions.com/alex/

Navigation: In my opinion, the Alex Catalogue is much more easier to navigate. In the homepage, the site allows me to search in four ways: typing in keywords; or browsing by author, title, or date. From the first page of the Virginia Library, I cannot conduct a search, but only browse through links that seem to be categorized by subject and date. There is an ornamental divider line that distinguishes different categories, but there is no title for each category. I can conduct a search after I click on any link on the first page. This makes it difficult for you to find a book unless you know the date it was published and the subject it goes under. Also, it was hard for me to go back to the page I wanted. I got lost in the Virginia Library site after a few clicks forward and backward.

Content: The Virginia Library seems to have a more extensive collection of literary works. A lot of the resources, however, are restricted to certain users. A document I need might be right there, but I may not be able to access it because it is for UVA/VIVA use only. The Alex Catalogue, on the other hand, is a collection of public domain documents only. This means that every document in this site can be accessed by anyone. The Virginia Library does have many things the Alex Catalogue doesn’t, such as religious texts, the Oxford Dictionary, and offline resources. If you have access to the UVA/VIVA-only documents, then an impressively vast collection of documents is open to you in the online library.

Opening files

- Local copy: I like how the Virginia Library has a table of contents of the document. It would be better if they had links to the next chapter on the bottom, instead of making you go back to the table of contents page to open the next one. If you open the local copy of a document in the Alex Catalogue, you will have to skim through the entire work to find a particular section.

- eBook: The Alex Catalogue gives you more choices in making an eBook. There are links to download software you need to open a certain type of file. Short recommendations are written to help you choose the most compatible file for you. But if you click on “eBook” in the Virginia Library, it goes straight to the beginning of the process of downloading, where you can choose to either cancel or save/open the file.

*Overall: I like the Alex Catalogue better than the Virginia Library when it comes to online text sites. For me, easy navigation is the top priority of a good site. Even if there is a lot of material, it isn’t any use if I cannot locate it. 

Vocabulary and Grammar
1. Activities for ESL students - http://a4esl.org
2. Interesting Things for ESL students - http://www.manythings.org/ 

Navigation: The 1st site is more enticing to me in layout because of the neat tables in different pastel colors for each category. The 2nd site’s color scheme is monotone colors and yellow. I like how the 1st site divided its activities in two different ways: by category and by browser requirements. Within the categories, the quizzes are then divided into level of difficulty. I liked this system because you can browse through the same list of activities according to your preference and choose the best one for you. The 2nd site shows a list of its activities according to category, and then indicates the browser requirements next to each one. The letters in the parentheses confused me at first glance, distracting me from reading the titles of the activities. The 2nd site includes a pull-down menu at the top of the page, which makes it easier to find a certain activity if you know the name. 

Content: The 2nd site seems to have more interesting games. It is a good thing they have instructions for each, because some of them are a bit complex. I did not like how a lot of them used Java or JavaScript, which takes a long time to load. But they were fun ways to study English. The 1st site had more simple, straightforward activities. Personally, I liked how it told you whether you got the answer right or wrong after each question. As a bonus, the 1st site also had a section of bilingual quizzes for English and about 30 foreign languages. The 2nd site had a reading section and an audio section, which the 1st site did not have, which would be very useful to ESL students.

*Overall: I like the 1st site better because it is easier to navigate. As I had said before, I think that is the most important part of a website. The two sites were similar in quiz content. I liked the categorization of the activities, however, in the 1st site over the 2nd one. If I were an ESL student, I would want to know the level of difficulty of the activities. Also, I want a site that is pleasing to the eye. The 2nd site’s boring layout of the first page would not tempt me to browse around more, even though there are some interesting activities. 

MORE LINKS

The Elements of Style - http://www.bartleby.com/141/index.html: My English class used this book to help us write grammatically correct essays, which is difficult for even native speakers. You can use the table of contents on this page to find a specific grammatical rule you are not sure of.

Slang City - http://www.slangcity.com/: This is a guide to English slang. Some language isn’t quite appropriate, but I would say it’s useful in the “real world.” I like how they explain the meaning of slang in popular songs and movie lines.

The Quotations Page - http://www.quotationspage.com/: This reference site has a collection of quotes that can be searched by author or subject. There is a mixture of serious and sassy quotes. I think it’s useful to know one good quotation site so that you can look up famous lines to incorporate in your writing.

Merriam-Webster's Word of the Day - http://www.m-w.com/cgi-bin/mwwod.pl: This page gives the definition of a new word each day, along with sample sentences and additional explanations. You can also subscribe to receive the Word of the Day by e-mail. The Collegiate Dictionary and Thesaurus on this site are very useful, too.
