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PEDAGOCIAL ARTICLE

VIRTUAL TOOLS AND QUALITY OF LANGUAGE
A PAREA RESEARCH PROJECT 2009-003

Monique Caron-Bouchard Ph.D., Michel Pronovost M.Sc.,
Caroline Quesnel M.A., Carl Perrault M.A. Katerine Deslauriers, M.A.

INTRODUCTION

For the Ministry of Education, Recreation and SpoftQuébec (MELS), learning
French is a priority. Upon their arrival at thelegk level, several Quebec students are
weak in French writing skills and fail to pass first of the four mandatory literature
courses for graduation (Falardeau and Grégoire5)20proving language skills with
its various inherent components is a significardlleimge for colleges. Students have
several tools to assist them in the preparationtheir written texts (both paper and
electronic formats). In the context of ICT, thewestbeen little research focusing on the
correction and the reflective return on Frenchingitwith the use of software and other
computer tools.

As we shall see, while some are skeptical of nahrtelogies and are wary of computer
dependence, others welcome the new tools that theveerit of stimulating a genuine
interest among students. Nevertheless, studies #tawstudents’ writing changes with
the appropriation of ICTs. Even though softwareilitating draft writing is made
available to students, they must still learn tHemtures, experiment and effectively
integrate their applications. In short they shapgropriate those tools in their various
writing activities.

Demaiziere (2008) 2007), Karsenti et Larose (2@@5)ut to show that the use of ICTs
promotes a better attitude toward learning becatugkents develop a feeling of greater
autonomy, confidence, and accomplishment towardadhsks.

Overall, ICTs are changing the relationship of stud and knowledge. The correction
software can be vectors of influence on the memtatesses of learners (Durel 2006a)
and offer various ways to review and provide a fauork for writing. The use of such
tools would foster a better working method, freeing student of difficulties related to
hand writing, as well as encouraging reflection déémie de Créteuil 2005). A



successful usage of text correction tools depemdprmr grammar knowledge, on an
intelligent appropriation of those tools, and on salf-motivation for linguistic
improvement. However, successful usage of theds fdso depends on understanding
their limitations, such as the risk of errors dadhdomophony, punctuation, context, and
the inherent complexity of a given text (Berten @Q0Jacquet-Pfau (2001), Piolat
(2007). That being said, there is no doubt thatube of correction software can help
improve the quality of language and writing. Morenuvthis use needs to be included in
an integrated pedagogy (Desmarais in Durel 2008lysenti and Larose (2005).
According to Perreault (2005) and Poelhuber andl&8wmer (2005), ICT favors an
approach that places the student at the centeneofetarning process and makes him
more active in the construction of knowledge. Instltontext, according to the
pedagogical framework (e.g., Nault, 2007; Seil€Q3), the software’s technical and
functional properties, as well as the students’ivatibn to learn (Clark and Salomon in
Lebrun, 2004) have significant importance for thgiovement of language skills. In
addition, various factors affect the appropriatidra new virtual product (Rogers, 2003;
Zimmerman and Yohon, 2008). These are related ¢ fd#atures of the product
(perceived benefits, compatibility, complexity, aeve advantage), the conditions of
introduction of the product (accessibility, testimgmpd management).Rogers (2003)
identifies temporality as a key factor as well &= tsituational context of use:
temporality and context condition the adoption apg@ropriation of new technology in
ICT.

METHODOLOGY

The object of our study was twofold: one on acces® and prevalence of virtual
resources of reference tools (descriptive sunaay, the other on the impact of their use
on the quality of language (technical analysisv@eative content). Our methodological
approach was the survey. Both quantitative anditatiase devices have therefore been
applied to assess student practices and perceptions

Various instruments have also helped gather infaoman participants. These include
identification forms, user questionnaires, tracgsloof ICT, individual and group
interviews, as well as an analytical frameworktfo evaluation of the students’ papers.

Sample

The population under study includes approximaté§dlstudents enrolled at College
Jean-de-Brébeuf in Montréal. The sample clustee-tygmsists of 217 students from
eight classes / courses of general education dslfjex., French and philosophy) and
more specific courses (i.e., biology and sociolo@glection occurred during the winter



semester, 2010.

From this sample, a subsample was stratified rahdand selected within each course
for an advanced analysis. This subsample tookqodeiti account of the diversity of
academic performance. The work of 48 students fEQi2rs) was selected for an
analysis of the impact related to use of softwareection.

M ethodological approach

Students, after having signed a consent form anekstopnnaire (user and socio-
demographic data sheets), were invited to write feuts: first, a hand written exercise
in class and without language tools; second, atenawith a computer and without
instructions; third, at home with the computer anstructions to use a language tool
corrector; and finally, in the laboratory with tlw®rrectors integrated in Word and
Antidote. For each written text, a register of usedls was held. At the end of the
session, a questionnaire on students’ percepti@ssagministered and interviews were
conducted with students and staff. The texts of dhb-sample of 48 students were
subjected to a closer analysis for the qualityheffrench.

Quantitative data from responses to questionnamed the perception of the
functionality of the tools used were processed@ISIRSS software and analyzed using
statistical tests, such as the Pearson test, Clarsg ANOVA, t-test and Manova.
Correcting the 192 papers from the sub-sample wassferred for correction to a
French professor in the Department of Letters at @ollege after validation of the
scoring grid with two members of the research tearfhis was done to ensure
uniformity in its application. The qualitative datd the experiment were processed
using indicators and comparative tables on theeapgion of the contribution of virtual
tools for the quality of language in the sub-sampdgers. Finally, the trace log was
codified and treated quantitatively and qualitdtive

RESULTS

Socio-demographic profile

All students in the sample were registered in auprigersity program. The majority of

the students were in natural sciences or sociahses. Students were divided into two
comparable groups of first and second year studéhtese were slightly more girls than
boys in our sample. The vast majority of studengsewborn in Quebec and live with

their parents. Approximately 40% of fathers, or haos, of the students were born
outside of Quebec. More than two-thirds of the perdiave a university degree. It is



rare that our college students have a part-timejagngage in extracurricular activities.
Instead, they spend their time studying and engaginsocial activities. They use the
Internet more in their leisure time than for adtes related to their studies.

Linguistic profile

Almost all of the students speak French and neambrquarter of the students speak
English at home. About one-third of students spatkeast two languages at home.
Students also speak another language at home #émdheir friends. With friends, close
to one out of two students use English and Fremnbfie the other half uses French only.
Students almost equally read a lot in English arehéh on the Internet, but they read
little in other languages. Still, most read Engliskts in paper format. They write more
e-mail messages in French than in English or ddmguages.

Profile of user of electronictools

Students in our sample are generally familiar veiigxctronic language correction tools.
Prior to their arrival at the College, two-thirdaysthat they have already used such
tools. The Word corrector is the best known amdmagt, while Antidote is part of the
resources of one-third of the students. Overalldestits show relatively little interest in
error correction tools. Their concern for the qtyadif the language is more related to the
standardized French test and the importance to&tgsors give to the quality of French
in their feedback. In addition, students adjusirtbee of error correction tools based on
the contexts of writing behaviour and requests hdirt professors. For example, a
research report receives more linguistic attentiban e-mail messages. Students
willingly give some confidence to the error corrent software with the intention to
improve their language production in all categortgsally, the answers given at the end
of the experiment indicate a slight increase inube of virtual correction tools.

The most used tool by students is the Word corrdottmwed by Antidote. A variety of
electronic dictionaries were used. The most fretjyersed were those available for free
on the Internet. The Word corrector and Antidoteevmainly used for grammatical
errors, spelling, punctuation, and in some casesasy Paper versions of dictionaries
(e.g., Petit Robert and Petit Larousse) were thstmsed, but only by a quarter of the
respondents. Among them, 16% said they used daiies of synonyms. Grammar
tables of conjugation were very rarely used.

Per ceptions of virtual correction tools

Students find that Antidote was the most useful tooimprove the quality of their
French, especially in the categories of grammar spelling. Word comes second
followed by the help of a proofreader. Accordingthe students, Word is particularly
useful for spelling and grammar, and proofreadipgbother person is more useful for



syntax and grammar. Depending on the tool usesl,ctmments of appreciation of
students are mostly positive for the technical espé the Word Corrector and the
linguistic aspect of Antidote.

Interviews with students indicate that they prefaditional correction tools (paper tools

and personal assistance). We can explain this rerefe by their accessibility and the
fact that these tools have transcended time. Intiadd personal support adds a
qualitative dimension to the correction of a teirtual correction software has given

rise to mixed reactions among the interviewed sitedebetween the enthusiasm of an
experienced user and mistrust of a radical scefbtgze are a wide variety of reactions.
Three elements emerge from the feedback on theldtetisoftware: limited accessibility

to the tool, rough knowledge of its functions, aesired training.

Per ceptions of teachers

Even if there are different departmental rulestfa correction of French, the objective

of the teachers interviewed is common: bringingdstius to independently use

traditional or virtual tools to develop effectivieagegies for self-correction.

Even though Antidote is not always reliable, itsidl recommended by teachers who

were interviewed. It is part of a range of toolsl astrategies that enhance language
production in all its forms, whether in the assdsserk or in e-mail.

Per ceptions of CPAF personnel

The Centre for Development and Aid in French (CPAFYyisited mainly by students
whose mastery of the language is intermediatevor Vée found that Allophone students
are more motivated than French speaking student$,tl@at students in the natural
sciences sought help the most. Virtual correctaoist are used on a daily basis by the
employees of the CPAF, but most of them prefer pags, which are more adapted to
the terms and conditions of the literature couraed standardized French test. In
addition, in the help relationship, the actual wbrkn paper tools leaves more concrete
traces than the virtual work. Tutoring with Antidoproves especially effective for
students who are strong in grammar and who desirenprove. Beyond the debate
between virtual and traditional tools, a constamhains: the motivation of students is
the main mechanism of their improvement, but itos always present.

Per ceptions of professionals

The issue of emerging students is complex and ted¢erour College, there was an
increase in the number of students affected byiegrdisabilities. Physical and virtual
resources are made available to them based oninldeirdual diagnosis. Antidote is the
most recommended virtual tool because it is aviglab the College. While beneficial,
Antidote still does not always help these studenigove the mastery of French.



Analysis of the French writing

The text written at Time 1 shows those studentghef sub-sample have difficulty

mastering the language. The number of errors coimehii this context is superior to all

other times in the study, and this is particuldrlye for the categories of grammar and
spelling. In the other categories, the number afreris similar to the other times. This
constant suggests that students find it difficoltidentify and correct their errors of

punctuation, vocabulary, syntax, and grammar.

The texts of Times 2 and 3 are similar in that theye written at home. Most students
used the virtual tool even though it was not a megoent. Encouraged by teachers,
usage increased by 10% for the students in thelsaphe sub-sample, the number of
tools increased by 12%. The data shows that thes texitten in the absence of

constraints of time and place contain more errérgrammar. Students tend to neglect
more organizational logic when they write at home.

At Time 4, students have obviously taken this eserseriously, as they have managed
to reduce, on average, the number of errors byet2gxt. The texts presented at Time
4b (after Antidote) include the lowest frequencyaofy experimental time. Even if the
students had one hour to correct their writing, nedshem did it without rewriting their
text. The self-correction observed in our sub-samphs limited to proofreading for
92% of the students. It is clear that studentst ttieair first draft almost as a final
version. The self-correction is simply used to tecaurface errors, not to seriously
rework the structure and sentences of a text. Rtoesnperspective, it is not surprising
that the total number of errors of syntax and grammemains virtually identical to
version 4a (before Antidote) and version 4b. Theemtion of these errors requires
rewriting, which is obviously not a reflex amongaeénts.

The degree of reliability of the warnings of Antidovas far from equal. Red alerts are
most relevant in a proportion of 77%. The partiahlgses ranked second with a 51%
reliability rate. Rather than ignore red alertidgints should consider them closely,
especially as there are not very many in a texan@e alerts arrive last with its large
number that is inversely proportional to their valece of 7%. Students express a certain
disinterest in this regard. Vigilance and judgmehtthe student are required for all
warnings, even red alerts that appear to detecinibst obvious errors, as the software
can give entirely erroneous diagnoses. If the tesflthe self-correction with Antidote
seem particularly satisfactory for grammar and Isgel(where errors declined two-
thirds after revision), it is not the case in thihev four categories (punctuation,
vocabulary, syntax, and grammar), which remainugiy intact. Even if students had
the impression of correcting with Antidote, it islp an illusion because the virtual tool
does not detect 67% of their errors. For 40% of sh&lents in the subsample, the



exercise of self-correction resulted in the additad one or several errors in their text.
This is a considerable number. The better studemisv overconfidence by rewriting
portions of their text without review, while weaksudents integrate poor suggestions
with the Antidote software because the studentsrexapable of judging the relevance
of its suggestions.

PEDAGOGICAL SUGGESTIONS

Our study hypothesizes postulated that the useoftivare correction influences the
guality of the language of written work of student¢e have seen so far that improving
the quality of language in a virtual context is gibke and measurable. However, it is by
no means automatic. To promote students’ self-coom skills using these tools, we
must establish a conducive learning environmentinia with that of young people
consulted. This environment can best be describeal digital generation from a multi-
ethnic world. The students also have different netbgical skills and linguistic
backgrounds. To this end, the educational appreaoffered should take into account
the need to develop and deliver basic training doatbwith customized training.

The triangulation of all data in this research gcbj namely the students’ profile, the
responses to questionnaires, and the track logsiog tools, the choice of software, the
interviews are taken into account in the followswgggestions.

Choice of software

A wide range of learning aids is available. In thards of Durel (2006 b): 2)a'choice
must be made here in this generous offer, becaisteag we must get students to use
good dictionaries, you must get them to use inasoaed way good softwatéNe
argue that students should be helped to bettezratashd and make a better use of the
software and its various features. By doing this, believe students will make a more
informed choice, one that is relevant to theudsds. As part of our experiment, our
research has reported greater use of Word and &tati@oth strengths and limitations
were perceived by students, and identifying theBeemable students to better target
their choice of tools.



Comparison of Word and Antidote perceived by students

ANTIDOTE
STRENGH

Technical operation complex and nuanced

Improves the quality of language performance.

Offers choices for the corrections.

Offers correction explanation of errors from alfybes.

Allows the correction to be involved in analyzitgtquality of its
text, the function definition helps to understahd imeaning of
words.

Saves time.

Useful for everyone and especially for allophoresiudes a
dictionary of occurrences.

Offers a variety of complementary tools integrated the same

software.
LIMITS

Complex

Evaluates the quality of the language and not ef ¢bntent and
meaning.

Is best suited for stronger students who know #wds of grammar.

Can add errors.
Color alerts can create confusion and reduce cdmepsion.

Elicits a response.

WORD
STRENGH

Simple operation

Efficiente for simple mistakes: unnecessary spagstition, missing
letters, space

Partial corrections
Offers no explanation .

Operates corrections automatically

Easy to learn

Suitable for all because of the limited number yges of errors
detected

Offers indications for error of layout, punctuatjatc. Offers parallel
tools.

LIMITS

Partial correction
No explication related to the meaning, the logither grammar
Explanation not always understood or clear enough

Corrections are sometime made in an automatic psoce

Few visual clues and limited improvement of langiaiills

Limited reliability

We believe that proper use could help to rewrite tbxt, in addition to its active
proofreading. The correction software does notaeplmanual correction because it
still fails to decode the meaning of the text.

Correction softwaretraining



Using text correction software should be part aining that takes into account the

linguistic knowledge and technology of the usere Timgnosis of needs is a prerequisite
for developing training content and how trainerewdtl proceed. The learning curve

varies according to students: the training muse tdks into account, proceed with

different types of approaches and consider thacpéatities of each discipline. Thus, in

sociology, for example, students are asked to ptebke facts objectively and describe
them accurately to ensure a structured analysighitosophy, the development of

argument, coherence and logic is prioritized; iiersce, it is rather the observation and
experimentation that allow the statement of lawd #re discovery of mechanisms; in

literature, the correct expression of thought, #reddiscovery of the authors of the study
are to contribute to linguistic and cultural knodge.

Training, rather than just awareness, should atsoffered to both teachers and non-
teaching staff in order to develop a culture thalugs the quality of language in the
community. This should include targeting those wibtp emerging populations.

Autonomy and motivation

Beyond technical considerations surrounding thecehof virtual tools for correction
and familiarity, we should consider the attractibey present to students in both the
short and long terms. Sources of motivation comptmnare supplied by academic,
cognitive and pragmatic components.

Academic components: This could be, for examplepmpulsory penalty for lack of
structure and grammar mistakes, etc. Our reseaigdests that when a teacher formally
uses a virtual tool correction to impose a penatydents’ writing skills significantly
improve over time. We were able to record an irsgea the use of tools, especially for
Antidote, which is the most sophisticated software.

Cognitive components: Gaps in French make inoperatie work of correction and
discourage students’ correction software userssdhadeed, increase their faults more
frequently than they decrease them.

Pragmatic component$he low proficiency in use (to detect particulaargmar, style,

rhetoric) and the lack of training decreases mttiva

To counter the lack of motivation, it is importaatreduce barriers, and also enhance the
development of support and monitoring to help stislédentify the benefits associated
with correction software. This could be achievedrmreasing the accessibility to the
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different software, minimizing the time constrairdf writing (to ensure a pragmatic
approach to training by presenting students wiingples of correction and control the
real benefits associated with proofreading and itengr a short or long work), and

promoting the ownership of both academic and comcatine benefits. Different

factors could facilitate the adoption of a new prad It is important, according to
Rogers (2003), to know and measure the superiargyplementarity and perceived
benefits. Proven benefits are indeed a key sourodloence of students’ appropriation
of a language correcting software.

Appropriation of correction software

Appropriation of correction software is key to emnsg long-term motivation, as well as
developing and updating the improvement of the iguaf the language (editing and
self-correction). The training course has an impactthe control of software, but
reaches its true purpose only if used in specdittexts of writing and demonstrate clear
benefits in the eyes of students.

In addition, it is desirable that students havey @asess to contacts not only to validate
their learning curve, but also to guide them thioagre complex applications. Help
centers are prime candidates for this role.

Autonomy and competence

Technical skills and language can developed inddgrethy more easily when all players
in the schools unite to demonstrate to studentbé&mefits to use the right software to
correct the texts. It has been shown that thesearditions for developing a sense of
accountability by the student. It is important teess that this autonomy will be granted
if the student is motivated and has received gefiictraining to enable a comprehensive
analysis of the text, as well as critical thinkisgd reflection. The role of a teacher as a
motivator is key here, as she/he may give cledruosons to their students with respect
to concrete measures to be taken to proceed vathgalf-correction.

One of the most striking findings of this resegpcbject is that the use of self-correction
software by students leads almost exclusively fquigk revision of the original text
rather than a full rewrite. It is important, initig to raise awareness among students of
this particular behavior and to illustrate the riegaconsequences of types of errors
such as syntax and grammar of the text. It is dleatra full rewrite is an intellectual act
that is more demanding, both in terms of time aacbding, but we must encourage and
promote this practice. It is worth recalling thepontance of self-correction and to
strongly encourage students to use correction .tdalsaddition, it is necessary to
establish a clear distinction between proofreading rewriting in the self-correction
process.
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Pedagogy and antidote

Antidote, a software tool for advanced correctimnnot used to its full potential. To
improve its use, we have already suggested prayidimaining to students and
stakeholders. In addition, it is possible to coasid number of other concrete actions.
Nonetheless, we must first understand that theestudho has a language deficiency
and uses spell Antidote faces a window of correctioat is often extremely busy.
Modulators correction point to a large number ofagoand signs on which she/he will
judge. To fight against discouragement at the mesa of the task, we must bring the
student to make strategic choices among the prdposegections. So she/he will set
priorities when correcting with Antidote, dependiog the reliability of software code,
first corrects the red alerts, and the partial ys) and finally the orange alerts.

We must, therefore, lead the student to effectivedg these tools while remembering
that the goal is not the promotion of the toolewntinology, but the improvement of their
French language skills. Indeed, time must be gdabyethe institution, in the classroom
and at home, to implement the various stages divaoé integration and exploitation of
the language. The student must also develop the dfataking the time to reread and
rewrite the text. The purpose for reading shouldbbéh the understanding and the
evaluation of the message.

Enhancement and promotion of the language

The purchase of the Antidote software for all weakisns in the college is not an
approach that ensures the self-improvement of théests’ quality of the language.
The return on this investment is directly relatedhe development of the tool and its
promotion on a large scale. The enhancement ofubegey skills should appear in the
action plan of an institution’s decision-making sl To help achieve this objective,
the various players interacting with students sthdog sending this message. Each
stakeholder has a role to play here. Members oflibrary and support center, in
consultation with the teachers, could disseminate @omote virtual (and paper) tools
and emphasize the importance of language profigiemé-rench-speaking institutions.
However, this requires knowledge of these toolghieybroader community. Initially, the
advantages and benefits of these tools (time sayvieguced errors, etc.) may seem less
obvious and immediate that the apparent disadvastéadditional steps in the work,
choosing to make corrections, technology to prqeoets). This stage of discovery and
taming could be facilitated by a campaign to prantte French language in the
institution, which involves all members of the coomity to varying degrees.

Role of French help center CPAF

Staffs from French-language help centers are keth@a for promotion, training and
evaluation of text correction. They should targetaker students as well as poorly
motivated ones to attend the center. Teachers andisciplines, well informed of

12



activities taking place, will be best placed tormpate the help center with this clientele.
These are the efforts of all who, over time, wiingince even the most recalcitrant
students the importance of writing well in Fren&s for the stronger students, the
center could help meet their needs by providingraye of development related to the
more complex features of the software. Furthermibrajght be interesting to invite the

center staff to consider using, in its philosopmd d@ts accompanying development
activities, some features of Antidote. Exampledude aspects of logic and semantics
incorporated into the marker. The integration teafspecialists in software correction

of the language would provide a support for botthtgcal and pedagogical needs.

CONCLUSION

At the end of this research project, with respecthie impact of virtual tools on the
quality of the language, we can say that experimeonducted during the winter of
2010 by our research team provide interesting arssteelegitimate questions raised on
the contribution of new technologies to improve tielity of the French language
among students in Quebec colleges. We found thetal; most students care about the
quality of language and deploy some efforts to seuheir essays. Although they are
familiar with the correction tools, their use remsaisuperficial. . We observed a strong
tendency among students to limit the exercise df-ceerection to the simple
proofreading stage, foregoing a genuine rewrititages. Moreover, software correction
tools, such as Antidote, can give students a fedsse of accomplishment and security
because these tools do not detect some of thekesstd a text. To take full advantage
of these tools, one must ideally provide studentth wontinuous and integrated
educational support that involves the whole comtyuraind that aims to control both
the language skills and use of the technology.

Technological tools that improve the quality ofigaage are accessible and relevant to
college students. It is therefore recommendedthi®ause, training and promotion, in a
global and comprehensive manner, be enhanced. Sim@d be taken in the classroom
and at home to implement the appropriation and uew@n of these tools.
Unsurprisingly, we should also teach studentshke the time to reread and rewrite their
texts.

The continuous and integrated evaluation of thelityuaf the written language by
means of electronic tools would increase the mbtwaof students to improve the
quality of their language. What needs to be dewsojs a spontaneous review
mechanism for the meaning and the coherence aftitieg in addition to the language
code for any communication.

Further research could examine, for example, if eyi@chronicity of communications
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(e.g., discussion forums, blogs, Facebook, Twittr,) is likely to influence the quality
of the language. Is immediate communication infemoterms of language? How does
one promote the writing quality of students’ intgrans in social networks? Is the
partial usage of correction tools encrouaging theerdence between two forms of
linguistic expressions, one for formal communicatiand one for informal

communication?
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