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Self-study Language Modules using Blackboard
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The Centre for Languages Study runs support programmes for international students to help them improve their academic English skills. In addition to face-to-face classes, Blackboard is used to offer online self-study modules, each covering a single topic in 10 weeks. These are part-time and non-assessed for maximum flexibility of access, but students are expected to work within the framework provided: an introductory week followed by three three-week units. 

Typically there will be two cohorts of 20-25 students taking the module at the same time. Each cohort has its own e-tutor and discussion forum, but otherwise share the same Blackboard course. In the first week, students are encouraged to explore the resources provided and introduce themselves within their discussion forum. The self-study resources for each unit are grouped by week in a meaningful sequence, but students can choose to study them in any order and look ahead to other weeks if they wish. 

All of the resources are learning objects – stand-alone web pages that cover a single learning outcome by providing information and activities. For example, Improving paragraphs with topic sentences (see screen shot below) starts with a couple of paragraphs which describe topic sentences and then has three activities which get the student to 1) look at and think about some examples, 2) compare alternatives and select the best and 3) compose their own and check it against some criteria. These activities should take the student around 30 minutes to complete and are not assessed, although the learning object does provide feedback on their choices when they click a ‘show answer’ link.

The learning objects are created by the e-languages team at Southampton (http://www.elanguages.ac.uk/) using Macromedia Dreamweaver, a standard website design tool. Their expertise and use of templates enables them to quickly create new learning objects based around a standard design and palette of activity types. The aim is for tutors to be able to choose what they need  from a large library of objects and easily embed them in a Blackboard course.

Relevant web links are included in several of the learning objects, and these have been copied to a single web page for ease of access by the students. The links are grouped by topic and include a short description as well as the URL link – this means that students can print out the page and type in the URLS to access the sites if they wish.
The students can use the Blackboard discussion forum to support their studies. Each week, the tutor posts questions about the current unit from a pre-prepared set. Students can also ask their tutor or fellow students questions. In practice, only 20% of each cohort engages in these discussions, but these students do find them useful and it is thought that many more read the messages but don’t post any themselves. The important thing is that the facility is there for those who need it. Inexperienced e-tutors get a half-day of training on how to run effective discussions and deal with the kinds of issues that typically arise.
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Study Skills Toolkit

Improving paragraphs with topic sentences

In farmal and academic writing, it is essential to express your argument clearly and logically. as well as
needing careful choice of language, this requires good paragraph construction so that the reader is left
in no doubt as to the points that the writer wishes to make. Many writers choose to include & topic
sentence when they write a paragraph to ensure that the reader does not miss the main point that is being made. Topic
sentences can also help you as a writer to construct a good paragraph. Effective topic sentences share certain
characteristics

In these activities you will leam what the characteristics of a good topic sentence are; study some examples of effective
and ineffective topic sentences and practise composing a topic sentence yourself.

Activity 1: Recognising the features of a topic sentence

s Look at these three examples of topic sentences taken from paragraphs belonging to essays in different
subject areas and think about what general features they have in common. Make some notes in the box
below and check them at the end of this activity to see whether you identified the features correctly.

o It is important to observe some basic rules concerning the exchange of business cards when doing business
internationally,

o The twa operating positions of a tiny transistor switch are the basis of the giant brainwaves produced by a
computer.

« The European marmot, like other species of marmot, is a social animal

s Now study this list of the important features of topic sentences. Gheck the examples if necessary.

1. 4 good topic sentence contains a reference to the specific subject or focus of the paragraph and expresses the
main idea(s) of the paragraph.

Show example
&

2. 4 good topic sentence can help unify the content of the paragraph

Show example
&

3. & topic sentence should always be a complete sentence.

Show example
&

4. & topic sentence should nat be too narrow or too broad in meaning.

Show examples
&

Activity 2: Choosing the best topic sentence

#,,Read the paragraph below and study these three sentences. Select the one which is the best topic sentence
for the paragraph.

Topic sentence 1: There are & number of recognised airborne pollutants that are implicated in occupational asthina.
Topic sentence 2: Workers in certain environments need to be protected from exposure to sensitising substances.

Topic sentence 3: Research into airborne pollutants and asthma has led to a better understanding of the disease.

Selectyour answer |v| consequently, certain work environments present a high-risk environment for asthma sufferers. In
the chernical and plastic industries, workers are frequently exposed to airborne substances which are likely to trigger
asthma attacks. A recognised cause of occupationsl asthma are the isocyanates involved in the production of
polyurethane foam. These sensitising substances, as they are called, can provoke & range of the typical symptoms of
asthma such as wheezing, chest tightness and shortness of breath, all resulting from the effect of the irritants on the
airway passages in the lungs of the sufferer. Similarly, in the electronics industry the fumes given off by colophony
during soldering processes are known to trigger asthma,

#,, Now check your answer.

Show answer

&

Activity 3: Composing a topic sentence

#,,Read this paragraph and identify the points it contains. Then write a suitable topic sentence in the space
provided.

This range of activities includes, firstly, market research
to find out if and where groups of new customers exist, what their needs are, which of those needs can be met, and
how they can be met. Once market research has been carried out, other marketing activities can be employed, such as
analysing the competition, positioning & new product or service in the market, pricing the products and services, and
promoting them through advertising, promotions, public relations and saies.

#,, When you are satisfied with your sentence compare it with the topic sentence suggested below. How similar
are they? Do both of them exhibit all the important features that a topic sentence should contain?

Show answer

&
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