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Part A- Creating Accessible Web Text for ESL Learners 

By James Caldwell 

Current trends towards constructivist learning, combined with the myriad of easy to 

integrate technologies, means teacher-designers are able to create eye-catching Computer 

Assisted Language Learning (CALL) web environments.  It is widely published that 

CALL web environments have the capabilities to hold English as Second Language 

(ESL) learner’s attention longer and engage them in meaningful Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA) tasks (Bush, 1997; Peterson, 2004; Son, 2004).   

 

In contrast to these positive findings, I have discovered that flashy web pages tend to 

create an accessibility barrier pertaining to my ESL learners’ ability to read web based 

text and retrieve information.  As Murray and McPherson (2006, p.139) suggest, while 

there is much published research on web page design, many CALL web environments 

that could be used to support
 
ESL curriculums do not employ readable design.  

 

Recently, I have begun a journey towards developing a web environment where 

incorporating accessible and readable information will be paramount.  The objective of 

the web environment is to develop my Korean, 5
th

 Grade ESL learners’ own writing 

techniques and styles.  The environment will present information regarding creative 

writing techniques, such as personification, similes and metaphors.  Additionally, learners 

will be provided with exemplar compositions that utilise these writing techniques.  Such a 

web environment will rely on accessible and readable text to convey information.  

 

This paper is an account of this journey to develop accessible and readable text.  First, I 

will draw upon two relevant studies to address my first question:  

 

 What are the barriers that hinder my Korean ESL learners from accessing text 

based information in CALL web environments? 
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Through this journey I have assumed the role of a practically minded teacher-designer.  

Therefore, the second portion of this paper will describe workable measures that I should 

integrate into my web text design.  In this I seek to answer the following question: 

 

 How can I create text which enhances my ESL learners’ access to webpage 

information?   

 

It is the objective of this paper to re-establish the importance of providing accessible 

information through readable, well organised webpage text.  This accessibility issue is 

often overlooked by designers whose primary focus is on creating flashy, interactive 

websites.  However, in my ESL setting, where my learners have lower literacy levels, the 

concept of designing readable text is even more crucial (Nielsen, 2005). 

 

 

What are the barriers that hinder my Korean ESL learners from accessing text based 

information in CALL web environments? 

79% of proficient English learners scan web text in a non-linear fashion (Morkes & 

Nielsen, 1997).  For these learners, obtaining information is a non-static task, in which 

they utilise the autonomy that hypertext provides to navigate from page to page.  

However, the difficulty for my Korean ESL learners is that they approach reading web 

text quite differently.  Often they will open a webpage and approach the text in the same 

way as they would traditional text; word-by-word in a linier fashion.  After a time of 

persevering through one or two paragraphs, learners will quickly scroll to the bottom of 

the page and move on.  This approach is reflected in Nielsen’s (2005) study that reveals 

how low literacy readers, tend to ‘plow’ text word-by-word and line-by-line, often taking 

time to comprehend unfamiliar multi-syllabic words. 

 

I have recognised an interesting connection between Nielsen’s (2005) findings and a 

study by Tseng (2008), which reveals the difficulties ESL learners have by employing 

this arduous approach to reading screen text. Tseng found 36% of learners in his ESL 

group encountered eyestrain and blurred vision after reading the screen for extended 
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amounts of time.  Tseng (2008) reveals that bright background colours and small font size 

had a major effect on ESL students’ ability to focus on the screen.  Both the above studies 

reveal that, as a consequence to these difficulties, ESL learners will skip over portions of 

important text if they don’t understand it or if it becomes a strain on their eyes to read. 

 

The above understandings are of fundamental importance to me, if I am to provide my 

ESL learners with access to information in the form of readable, well organised webpage 

text. A close examination of articles specifically pertaining to ESL website design reveals 

that many design guidelines applied to mainstream website text also apply to writing for 

ESL website audiences (Kelly, 2000; Leverett & Kelly, 2000, Nielsen, 2005). These 

guidelines are all in agreement in one key concept; Good design is structured, functional, 

not dazzling or fancy; it's inclusive, not exclusive. 

 

 

How can I create text which enhances my ESL learners’ access to webpage information?   

As a teacher-designer I prefer practical guidelines that I can apply to my website designs 

to create text that is readable for my ESL learners.  All the guidelines defined below are 

the results of a thorough literature search.  The guidelines pertain specifically to the 

visual and structural features of page content text, distinguishing it from assistive text 

such as site menus. The guidelines are collated in to four checkpoints; presentation, 

voice, structure, and hypertexts. 

 

Checkpoint 1: Structure 

Structure refers to the organisation of main ideas, developing logical sequences of 

information, labelling chunks of information and highlighting connections.  A prominent 

study by Seghayer (2005) revealed that ESL learners preferred and were able to utilise 

well structured information over less structured. This indicates the need for my website to 

employ traditional schema (Gibbs & Krause, 2006), a linear text structure that will allow 

my Korean learners to make assumptions and predictions, to assist in effectively locating 

and comprehending information. 
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Is the main idea clearly communicated? 

It is important to ensure that the ESL readers comprehend the main idea being presented 

to them.  To achieve this,  the familiar rule applies; tell the reader what you are going to 

tell them, tell them, and then tell them what you have told them (WebAim, 2009c). 

 

Is the most important information near the top of the page? 

The inverted pyramid approach to structuring information is promoted as the most 

effective way of organizing information (Cambell, 2003; Lynch & Horton, 2009).  The 

inverted pyramid approach locates the most important information in the top third of the 

page, and then sequentially breaks down the main ideas into detailed points down the 

page.  This approach will lend itself well to presenting information regarding creative 

writing techniques. 

 

Is the text presented in logical ‘chunks’ of ideas? 

Organising’ chunks’ of information into comprehensive segments will ensure that the 

ESL learners can gain the information they need directly, without having to follow links 

to gain full comprehension (Campbell, 2003; Leavitt, 2006; Lynch & Horton, 2009). 

Rather than using continuous lists in text, bulleted lists should be used to assist the ESL 

learners in comprehending related items easier (Bernard, 2003; Campbell, 2003).  

 

Are chunks of information clearly labelled? 

Placing clear and discrete headings, located close to their corresponding ‘chunk’ will 

assist the ESL readers in locating specific information quickly.  Using a bold 14pt for 

headings will ensure that they stand out from paragraph text (Leavitt, 2006; Lynch & 

Horton, 2009).  

 

Is there adequate white space around chunks of information? 

White space around chunks of information will make text appear less cluttered and easier 

to read, while also providing clues to the organisation of information (Campbell, 2003).  

As suggested by WebAIM (2009b), it is beneficial to use ample white space on the left 

and right margins of paragraphs. 
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Checkpoint 2: Voice 

Voice is the way words sound on the page and combine to carry meaning.  To be 

effective in this aspect of web design I must first know my audience and establish a 

purpose for writing (Kemper, Nathan, Elsholz & Sebranek, 2002).  From there, I can 

select suitable language to communicate relevant and appropriate information. 

 

Is the writing succinct and full? 

As discussed (Neilsen, 2005), low literacy readers spend longer processing text in a 

word-by-word manner.  To assist the ESL learners in gaining comprehension, web text 

will be clear and to the point (Nielsen, 2005). In this, the traditional rule of writing 

stands; assume that the reader is intelligent, but do not assume they know as much as you 

(WebAim, 2009c). 

 

Is the language used appropriate for 5
th
 Grade ESL learners? 

The language used must allow for the ESL readers to understand what is being 

communicated.  Consideration must be given to optimal word length, eliminating 

complex sentences and ambiguous terms (Campbell, 2003).  According to WebAim 

(2009c), in the case of low literacy readers the following should be avoided; 

 Slang or jargon 

 abbreviations or acronyms without clear explanations 

 the passive voice 

 multiple negatives. 

 

 

Checkpoint 3: Presentation 

Presentation refers to the visual features of text, as an individual element and in relation 

to other elements on the screen.  As demonstrated in Tseng’s (2008) research, the 

presentation of text will determine my ESL learners’ ability to effectively read webpage 

information for sustained periods of time. 
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Is the font size and type readable to 5
th
 Grade ESL learners? 

Dillon, Kleinman, Choi, and Bias, (2006) found that reading and scanning speeds are 

increased by applying ClearType fonts (Microsoft, 2007).  Bernard and Mills (2001, as 

cited in Bernard, 2003) found that the preferred font for younger learners is 14pt Arial or 

12pt ComicSans MS. Leavitt (2006) advises against using fonts lower than 9pt. 

 

Is the font colour contrastive to the background colour? 

To increase text legibility, dark text on a light non-patterned background is recommended 

(Bernard, 2003; Williams, 2000).  However, Tseng (2008) found that black text on a 

white background causes eye-strain amongst ESL learners.  Therefore, a dark green text 

on a soft yellow background seems more appropriate, as it has been proven to increase 

text readability (Hill & Scharff, 1997). 

 

Are font characteristics used purposefully? 

Joseph, Knott and Grier (2002) recommend changing the font characteristics only to 

emphasize the importance of a word or short phrase, such as applying bold text to draw 

the reader’s attention to a specific piece of information.  In all cases, apply static text, 

which is considered easier to read and less distractive than animated text (WebAim, 

2009b). 

 

Are line lengths of an optimal width? 

Results of eye-tracking studies by Beymer, Russell & Orton (2007) demonstrate that 

narrower line lengths increase reader retention of information.  It is advisable to keep line 

lengths between 40 and 50 characters, presented in a single column (Williams, 2000). 

   

Is text supplemented with relevant non-text elements? 

In my experience non-text elements can enhance the meaning of text for my ESL 

learners.  Illustrations that specifically pertain to written text will clarify and simplify 

ideas, resulting in reader comprehension and retention of information (WebAim, 2009c; 

Yang & Moore, 1996 as cited in Campbell, 2003).  Additionally, I have found that 
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supplementing screen text with MP3 audio support increases information accessibility for 

ESL learners. 

 

 

Checkpoint 4: Hypertext 

Because my focus is on text to enhance access to information, this checkpoint will solely 

focus on embedded hypertext.  As Ferney and Waller (2001) warn, the learner autonomy 

offered by hypertext has the potential to jeopardise a logical information structure.  This 

is particularly true for my ESL learners, who are more accustomed to information 

presented in a linier structure with lower levels of learner autonomy. With this in mind, I 

will only use hypertext to help support a well designed organisational structure and 

provide links to assistive reference materials.   

 

Are standard colours applied to hypertexts? 

Experimenting with colours to make hypertext standout is unadvisable (Lynch & Horton, 

2009; WebAIM, 2009a).  Instead, use standard hypertext colours.  This means standard 

blue for non-visited hypertext, purple for visited hypertext, and red for active hypertext 

(Bernard, 2003; Farkas & Farkas, 2000).  

 

Are the hypertext links useful? 

It is important to employ hypertext to provide supplemental information like definitions 

of terms and abbreviations, and reference information. Studies have shown that when this 

is done purposefully, ESL learners will actively utilise hypertext and perceive it as 

helpful to their learning (Son, 2003). 

 

Is hypertext informative? 

Links should be specific and informative towards their purpose.  It is advised to place the 

link on the descriptive phrase of the embedded hypertext and avoid using meaningless 

terms, such as ‘click here’ (Lynch & Horton, 2009; WebAIM, 2009a). Hypertext should 

be long enough to be informative but short enough to avoid text wrapping from one line 

to the next (WebAIM, 2009a). 
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My New Understandings 

As the World Wide Web Consortium 1.0 (1999) confirms:  

 

Using clear and simple language promotes effective communication. Access to 

written information can be difficult for people who have cognitive or learning 

disabilities. Using clear and simple language also benefits people, whose first 

language differs from your own… 

 (Guideline 14, 1999) 

 

Through this journey, I have developed a clearer understanding of how my ESL learners 

read web page text.  This has highlighted my obligation, as a teacher-designer, to create a 

web environment that provides accessible creative writing information.  By applying the 

checkpoints above, I am confident that my 5
th
 Grade, ESL learners’ online experience 

will be enhanced through well structured, readable text.  
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