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What exactly is the world wide web?
Have you ever stopped to ask yourself what the world wide web is? To most 
people, the world wide web and the internet are synonymous, but this is 
not the case. The internet is a huge network of connected computers, linked 
across the world. For example, email is on the internet but is not part of the 
world wide web. The world wide web, however, is the part of the internet 
where information can be accessed. It’s the colourful, fun part of the 
internet, consisting of a limitless and ever-expanding number of pages which 
we navigate using web browser (browser). It is a means of communicating 
rather than accessing information. Besides being fun, what are the 
advantages of using the world wide web in our classrooms? Below are a few 
advantages that come to mind.
• The web provides authentic content. Students and teachers get limitless, 

‘real’ content in the target language. They can read a real menu, find out 
what time a train departs, listen to a sports broadcast, or watch a film 
trailer. The web can enrich your coursebook by bringing language learning 
to life. Let’s not forget that the web can also provide you with lesson plans, 
ideas banks, test generators, and pretty much anything else you would 
want to utilize as a teacher.

• The web offers meaningful language. Studies have shown that 
students learn language better when the language they are exposed to is 
meaningful. The web creates contexts for language use which, through 
their authenticity, become purposeful in the eyes of the students. The 
students actively manipulate the language for a clear and logical purpose.

• The web promotes critical thinking skills and ‘constructivist’ learning. 
On the web, knowledge is transient. Unlike coursebooks, which transmit 
information in a predictable order, the web is constantly evolving. Students 
make choices and ‘construct’ knowledge every time they go online. Each 
search is unique.

• The web reduces focus on the teacher. Working with the web can take 
the focus off you and shift communication from being teacher–student to 
being student–student. If you are a bit unsure of your own English language 
skills, authentic listening and reading materials from the web can help 
model the language you want to teach.

• Web-based work can increase motivation. The web is colourful, exciting, 
and undeniably ‘cool’. Computers, mobile devices, and the web are key 
components of youth culture and can lend credibility to language learning 
when used in the classroom.

3 The web and the cloud 
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Searching online 

Web browsers

Web browsers are your door to the web. Essentially, browsers read the html 
code that they receive from a website. This code tells the browser how to 
display information on your computer. Think of a browser as a little TV that 
gets signals from a broadcasting station. Like a TV, each browser reads 
the ‘signal’ slightly differently, so websites may not always appear exactly 
the same.

In the early days of the web, most information was either text or simple 
images (photographs or drawings). However, today the web is full of 
multimedia: audio files, video, and animation formats. Not all browsers have 
the software to display every format. When a browser comes across a format 
it can’t display, it automatically looks for a program called a plug-in.  
If you have the required plug-in on your computer, it will automatically 
display the requested content. If the plug-in isn’t already installed on your 
computer, you will need to download it from the web. Typical plug-ins you 
should be sure to have installed on your computer are outlined below.
• Media players (such as RealPlayer, Windows Media Player, or QuickTime): 

Media players allow you to play video and audio files.
• Adobe Acrobat: This allows you to display documents formatted as PDFs 

(files which can be read without a word processing program).
• HTML5 and Shockwave Flash: These allow you to open web animation 

files. HTML5 is a new type of code (that is quickly replacing Shockwave 
Flash) which allows for responsive design. This gives the websites 
the ability to adjust to the device they are being displayed on, such as 
computers, tablets, and smartphones.

• Java: This is a type of programming language which sends instructions to 
a computer. It can be used across multiple computer platforms, making it 
very practical for the internet. Applets (mini-programs that run in Java) 
can be used on websites to make the page fun and interactive.

Choosing a browser is a matter of personal preference. For example, Google 
Chrome would be an obvious choice for those using other Google apps. 
However, while there are differences between browsers, any of the popular 
options should provide all the functionality you need for normal computing 
needs.

✓Getting it right Bugs in software
Be aware that the very latest version of any software may contain ‘bugs’ 
– errors in programming code – which are only discovered once they are 
released. Before installing the latest version, search online to see if any other 
users have come across a bug. If there is a bug, the software company will 
usually release a ‘patch’ – a smaller piece of software designed to update the 
previous release – to fix the problem, so make sure you download the patch 
as soon as it becomes available.
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as Paris, and you can get satellite views that are detailed enough for you to 
see people and cars on a street. You can also get a macro-view of the entire 
world. Google Earth comes with a variety of fun sub-tools, including those 
which allow you to see selected cities in 3D and to see cities through views of 
street scenes as if you were walking the streets yourself.  

Google Sky is another great app which maps the universe as far as we know 
it. A particularly interesting feature superimposes the constellations on a 
night sky and could be used as an introduction to stories and myths.

For a full list of the tools available, go to www.google.com and search for 
‘Google tools’. Google adds new tools on a regular basis, so check the website 
regularly.

 Try this ☞ Google Earth
Use Google Earth as a whole-class IWB-based activity for giving directions. Hand 
out maps to your students, e.g. a map of London. Then open Google Earth and 
search for ‘London’. Invite a student to the front of the class and give them the 
IWB pen. Let the class direct the student to a particular point of interest, e.g. 
Regent’s Park. The student can use the pen to zoom in and move along actual 
city streets until they reach the location.

 Try this ☞ Great place to live
Get students to search for, and zoom in on, towns and cities in Google Earth. Ask 
them to pick one of the towns/cities as their ‘dream home’, where they would 
love to live. Ask them if they can think of any objective criteria for what makes 
a town/city a great place to live and write their ideas on the board. Explain that 
there are websites which rank towns/cities by their ‘liveability’. Give the class 
the web address of one of these websites (which you can find before class by 
searching for ‘towns/cities liveability’). Go over the liveability criteria listed on 
the website with the class. Are they the same as the students’ ideas? In pairs or 
small groups, the students can study the rankings of different towns/cities and 
find what position their dream town/city occupies. They can then prepare and 
present their findings, using presentation software such as PowerPoint, wikis, or 
blogs. 

 Try this ☞ Around the world on €5,000
Tell students to imagine that they each have a budget of €5,000 and a list of 
cities that they have to visit in a period of five days. Get students to locate the 
cities on Google Earth, explore the region, and look for interesting structures or 
geographical features. Then log on to a travel website and create an itinerary 
which stays on time and within budget. Ask each student (or group of students) 
to compare their results.

WebQuests 
WebQuests are structured, web-based activities which are excellent 
examples of ‘enquiry-based learning’. Unlike search-based activities 
(discussed above), where the core focus is on finding information (e.g. the 
distance between two cities), WebQuests are centred on  using information 
for a specific purpose in relation to higher-order thinking skills, such as 
comparing, analyzing, or evaluating. In other words, the search is not 
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an end in itself but part of the means to solving a problem or supporting 
an argument. 

Well-designed WebQuests encourage technology integration, where the 
lines between the computer and the classroom lesson blur. If you are in 
the fortunate position of having access to a computer lab, you can quickly 
get your students to collect information on the internet and then ask them 
to return to their seats to complete their tasks offline. The web-based 
search component of the WebQuest need not take long; by giving students 
clear instructions and websites on where to visit, students can find the 
information they need in a matter of minutes. 

One of the greatest challenges for language students using the web lies in 
one of the web’s greatest strengths – its authenticity. Although there are lots 
of websites aimed at language learners, most WebQuests involve the use of 
websites with ungraded language.

✓Getting it right Pre-selecting websites for WebQuests
Consider the following when pre-selecting websites for WebQuests.
• Accessibility: How quickly can the students access the information? Real 

content should never be more than three clicks away.
• Language level: Is the information at a level your students will 

understand? Is the information supported with pictures, sound, or other 
kinds of scaffolding?

• Age appropriacy: Is the content on the website appropriate for the age of 
your students?

Steps in a WebQuest
Traditional WebQuests that are used in mainstream first language education 
often have a prescribed structure. While you certainly do not need to follow 
the steps in this structure exactly, they do serve as a good reference point 
when designing a web-based search activity. Create and post your own set of 
steps on a website, or print and hand them out to students in class. Be sure to 
discuss each step with students in detail so that they understand what will 
happen and what you expect.

1 Present the context/scenario

Before your students get started, put the task into context. You can do this 
orally or in written form, as part of a worksheet or using a website. If, for 
example, the subject to explore is the weather, then brainstorm weather 
vocabulary and ask students about climates around the world. This will 
spark their interest and get the class focused.

2 Explain the task

Once students are interested in the topic, it’s time to discuss the task. Be very 
clear about the overall goals. A WebQuest should be more than a series of 
questions with answers available on the web. Continuing with the weather 
example, the task may be to research weather in two countries and create a 
presentation comparing conditions.
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Note that WebQuests are task- and content-driven and are not activities 
generally associated with promoting accuracy. However, it is possible to 
create very specific criteria for presentations and worksheets, which will 
generate defined chunks of language.

3 Explain the steps

After students have been introduced to the goals, it’s time to go over the 
specific steps they will need to follow to reach these goals. Most successful 
WebQuests feature a logical sequence of targeted questions through which 
students gather information to solve the overall task. Most teachers prefer to 
assign specific websites for students to explore, as this cuts down on random 
search time. On the other hand, allowing the students to make their own 
search choices can strengthen critical thinking. 

4 Explain the product and assessment

Define the final outcome of the WebQuest. Will you require an oral 
presentation, a PowerPoint presentation, an essay, a wiki, or a blog post? 
How will this final product be evaluated? Since the WebQuest consists 
of process and product in equal proportions, you will need to take both 
into consideration when assigning a grade. A clear instruction or rubric 
is generally the best way to do this. The rubric criteria will depend on the 
process and product of your WebQuest, and the overall language aims you 
seek to achieve through the activity. There are many free rubric generators 
available on the web which can make the process of developing a rubric fast 
and easy (see Useful websites).

 Try this ☞ Restaurateur
Tell students to imagine that they are an entrepreneur and want to open a 
restaurant in the city of Dublin. What kind of restaurant will it be? Where will it 
be located? They can research locations, buildings, menu designs, and recipes to 
include on their menu on the web.

 Try this ☞ Relocation
Ask students to imagine that they want to move to a new city. They have to find 
out the best areas to live and identify houses on the market, choosing one they 
like within a set budget. Get students to prepare a short presentation on their 
chosen house, explaining why they like it and what makes it ideal for them to 
relocate to.

 Try this ☞ The greatest team ever
Get students to imagine that they are the manager of a new international sports 
team (e.g. football, volleyball, basketball, etc.). Ask them to investigate players 
from past events (e.g. World Cups) and put together the greatest team ever. They 
should choose no more than three players from one country. Get them to explain 
who their choices are and why.

 Try this ☞ The greatest inventions ever
Ask your students to research inventions and select five that they feel are the 
most important in history. Alternatively, get students to search the web for 
the most ‘useless’ inventions in history, or inventions that have been bad for 
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