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Abstract 

In Ontario, a mandatory high-stakes standardized literacy test called the OSSLT is administered 

in the tenth grade. With notable failure rates and acknowledged test anxiety, students are in need 

of better test preparatory methods. I address this issue by developing an online tool that helps 

prepare students, particularly English language learners, for the test. The online tool I developed 

features learning principles and practices based on research in literacy testing and online 

education. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

As an educator, many of my students struggled preparing for a large-scale mandatory 

literacy test. As a graduate student in Education and Technology, I read about similar struggles 

in research. These inspired me to create an online tool that would help secondary students 

prepare for this test. The online tool I created allows users to access lessons through the use of 

computers, tablets and smartphones, all of which people use every day.  

An online tool opens up vast opportunities. Namely, educators and students would not 

have to worry about the restrictions of place and time. Instead of being physically present in 

class, they can access the learning material online anywhere, anytime as long as they have the 

right equipment. Students also have a more flexible schedule to complete a course online, giving 

them the freedom to study at their own pace. Other benefits for using an online tool will be 

described in later chapters and supported with evidence from current research. 

1.1 Context to OSSLT 

In Ontario, a mandatory high-stakes large-scale assessment called the Ontario Secondary 

School Literacy Test (OSSLT) is distributed to students in the tenth grade. The Ontario Ministry 

of Education has made the test compulsory to ensure students have reached the standard of 

English literacy skills before they graduate. The Ministry has acknowledged that there is 

substantial student anxiety towards the OSSLT (Education Quality and Accountability Office, 

n.d.; Government of Ontario, n.d.). Research suggests that students show symptoms of anxiety 

when sharing their thoughts about tests as high-stakes as the OSSLT (Cheng & Sun, 2015; Doe 

et al., 2011; Elder, 1996; Kearns, 2013; Li et al., 2015; Watson & Kehler, 2012; White, 2007). I 

have heard such anxious comments from many students myself, and as their teacher, I felt the 
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need to help them be more confident in demonstrating their skills in English literacy well enough 

to pass the test. 

1.1.2 Personal Perspective 

Before becoming an educator, I was a student enrolled in schools in Toronto, Ontario. As 

a young immigrant, I had to take the OSSLT, which was an obstacle made bigger because I was 

an English language learner (ELL). Now as an educator of both local and international students, I 

have observed that despite the local students having anxiety before taking the OSSLT, they still 

felt relatively more prepared for the test and much more relieved after completing it. On the 

other hand, the international students have told me that they were still anxious even after 

finishing the test. 

As an ELL myself, I found that there are a few factors that cause this difference in 

anxiety levels. There is certainly a language barrier involved because the OSSLT evaluates a 

student’s proficiency in English reading and writing skills. Another factor is the cultural 

difference. Local students have the exposure to gain culturally relevant knowledge. When the 

OSSLT refers to common cultural knowledge, international students would be at a disadvantage. 

Lastly, the international students I have taught shared that there are not many preparatory tools 

readily accessible to them. There are not many books translated into their respective native 

languages tailored for the OSSLT. There are also very few and ineffective websites or other 

technological tools that do the same, so I considered how I would be able to help these students. 

One of these missing resources needed to be developed. It could either be a book or an online 

tool. After taking courses that helped me learn about online tools and how to develop them, I 

decided to make an online tool to prepare students for the OSSLT by describing test expectations 
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and examples. Beyond the aforementioned reasons why online tools are beneficial for learning, 

more are elaborated upon in the next chapters. 

1.2 Context to Online Tools 

Throughout my years as a graduate student, I have had the opportunity to create online 

tools. I learned a few useful features in studying and creating them. First, it is easily accessible 

due to modern technology (Charbonneau, 2014; Harris, 2009; Holden & Rada, 2011; Jackson, 

2019; Sapp, 2009; Selwyn, 2007; Subramony, 2007; Tarbutton, 2018). Technology-based 

educational tools especially help students who are developing ELL skills (Al Amrani, 2019; 

Cohen & Wang, 2019; Jiahong, 2016; Li, 2009; Li & Deng, 2018; Li, Snow, Jiang & Edwards, 

2015; Li, Snow & White, 2015). As mentioned, graduate courses have taught me how to develop 

an educational online tool for students to prepare for the OSSLT, with the focus on ELLs, who 

are at a certain disadvantage due to the test’s content (Banks, 2012; Chau et al., 2019; Cheng, 

Fox & Zheng, 2007; Doe et al., 2011; Ferne & Rupp, 2007; Fenwick, 2016; Li et al., 2015). 

These features and how I applied them are explored in the next section and chapter. 

1.3 Purpose 

1.3.1 Problem Statement 

Secondary students have to pass the OSSLT in order to graduate. By the tenth grade, 

students must take the test. However, many of these students have shown anxiety in preparation 

for the test (Charbonneau, 2014; Harris, 2009; Holden & Rada, 2011; Jackson, 2019; Sapp, 

2009; Selwyn, 2007; Subramony, 2007; Tarbutton, 2018). Students, especially ELLs, experience 

frustration (Han & Cheng, 2011; Klinger & Luce-Kapler, 2007) over a relatively high failure rate 

(Education Quality and Accountability Office, as cited by News Wire, 2017; Ontario Education 



16 

Research Exchange, n.d.). Certainly, these issues of student anxiety and failure rate need to be 

addressed. Notably, test bias and inadequate preparation also stand in the way of students’ 

success in their OSSLT performance (Banks, 2012; Cheng, Klinger & Zheng, 2007; Elder, 1996; 

Fenwick, 2016; Kim & Jang, 2009; Watson, 2017; Watson & Kehler, 2012; White, 2007; Zheng 

et al., 2011). In this project, I explore how ELL students can be more prepared for the test. By 

creating and providing students with an online tool to help them understand the expectations of 

the OSSLT, I will hopefully better prepare them for it. 

1.3.2 Research Objectives 

This research project is a multimedia collection of how I developed an online tool to 

teach students about the OSSLT. The media used in this project are: my written work on current 

research and videos on how to navigate the online tool. The objectives of this project are to: 

1. identify and articulate effective practices for developing online learning tools that 

support language development and test preparation; 

2. develop a research-informed learning tool aimed at preparing learners for the OSSLT; 

and 

3. critically analyse the learning potential of my online tool with respect to supporting 

students and integrating multimedia. 

1.4 Outline of Chapters 

In order to assess the need for an online tool to prepare students for a literacy test, I 

reviewed research relevant to student literacy learning as well as tests and other online tools that 

evaluate English literacy. For the rest of this project, the other chapters will explore:  
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● current literature on the problem areas of the OSSLT, including research on how online 

tools can enrich education; 

● a video chapter describing the design of the online tool; 

● an analysis of the online tool’s design, including guidelines from graduate course 

instructors; and 

● limitations and considerations for future directions of the online tool. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 

Chapter 2. Literature Review 

My online tool focuses on ELLs preparing for the OSSLT. The tool clearly shows the test 

evaluators’ expectations to help students prepare. It also includes examples of test content such 

as readings, writing tasks and answers. The literature I reviewed contains studies involving 

ELLs. This is due to a well-documented finding that ELLs are at a significant disadvantage, 

compared to native English speakers, when they take English language assessment tests, similar 

to the OSSLT (Banks, 2012; Chau et al., 2019; Cheng, Fox & Zheng, 2007; Doe et al., 2011; 

Ferne & Rupp, 2007; Fenwick, 2016; Li et al., 2015). Moreover, unsatisfactory student 

performance in the OSSLT reflects issues in the education system’s inconsistent and unreliable 

evaluative tools. More specifically, the education system relies on standardized testing, which 

can be problematic as they contain biases from test designers. Namely, the unsatisfactory results 

of student performance in the OSSLT also heavily implies the need for better preparatory 

methods to address such biases in standardized testing (Cheng, Klinger & Zheng, 2007; Cheng et 

al., 2009; Harper et al., 2018; Kearns, 2011). In analyzing this literature, three common biases 

attributed to standardized literacy tests are: cultural, socioeconomic and gender. 

2.1 Considerations for Test Designers 

A common issue exposed in language assessments is how test creators assume that 

students are a homogenous group, who have all learned about the test’s contents. More 

specifically, a few studies have shown that test creators do not pose questions that minority 

students would respond correctly to. This is mostly because of gender, socioeconomic and 

cultural differences. 
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2.1.1 Cultural Bias 

Banks (2012) studied how cultural bias negatively influenced the results of students who 

were not only ELLs but also belonged to minority groups. Examining students from the minority 

groups Banks (2012) categorized as Hispanic, and compared them to White, research showed 

that culturally charged questions led to minority groups misunderstanding the expected answers. 

For instance, Banks explored how students from Hispanic cultures valued a more 

community-based lifestyle, whereas White students perceived personal desires to be more 

important. So when one question asked: “What is the overall theme expressed in the article?” 

Hispanic students answered: “Focusing on professional goals rather than family leads to 

disappointment”, whereas White students answered: “Happiness is found in being satisfied with 

personal achievements” (p. 227). Hispanic students valued family over personal career desires, 

but due to North American societal standards, this was interpreted as the wrong response. After 

examining the varying groups of students and their performances in the test, Banks (2012) 

suggested that test creators look into using test content that does not involve cultural bias.  

Elder (1996) pioneered the idea of cultural differences in learning a foreign language. 

Elder used differential item functioning (DIF) to analyze if the test showed any disadvantages 

towards a group of students, who might not have learned how to effectively respond to a task. 

Consistent with other research (Banks, 2012; Kim & Jang, 2009), DIF showed that the students’ 

cultural background did matter, as it substantially influenced their responses to a test’s reading 

tasks. Elder (1996) compared Greek, Italian and Chinese students, and found that Chinese 

students struggled the most when taking English language assessments, as she hypothesized that 
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since there are many English words based on Greek and Italian languages, Chinese students 

struggled to find familiar words, which led to unsatisfactory test results. 

Cheng, Klinger and Zheng (2007) proposed that test creators should consider that 

students come from differing language and educational backgrounds. They recommend that a 

test must use a format that reflects fairer evaluation, since otherwise, its validity can be 

questioned (Zheng et al., 2011). Their research also mentions DIF, which facilitates fairer 

assessments. I will discuss the use of DIF for test validity further after I review the next two 

biases: socioeconomic and gender.  

2.1.2 Socioeconomic Bias 

Fenwick (2016) revealed another bias when it comes to literacy and its evaluation. The 

socioeconomic background of students must also be considered in high-stakes large-scale 

assessments. Studying the OSSLT and a similar test in South Australia, Fenwick (2016) 

observed that students with lower socioeconomic status were at a disadvantage due to issues of 

access. An example of this could be a student with a lower socioeconomic status, who may not 

be able to afford to watch television and might miss much of the recent news. If the OSSLT 

asked about an event spread by the news in recent months, this student may not be able to 

respond properly, thus not reaching the test’s standards.  

Fenwick (2016) also suggested a solution to how socioeconomic status can be considered 

in test content. The creators of such tests must take into account a more local perspective, so that 

the content of the tests is more “useful, meaningful, and beneficial” (Fenwick, 2016, p. 245) to 

the diverse students who need to take the tests. To sum up, Fenwick (2016) presented that, in 
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addition to being aware of cultural bias, test creators should also consider using local information 

that would be more accessible to students. 

2.1.3 Gender Bias 

Gender is another bias in literacy tests. Due to common gender roles, male students felt 

that they were not encouraged to pursue activities outside of school that would have helped them 

perform better in language assessments (Watson, 2017; Watson & Kehler, 2012; White, 2007). 

In contrast, female students completed literacy activities, such as writing journals and reading 

magazines after school, which helped them perform better in literacy evaluation (Watson, 2017; 

Watson & Kehler, 2012; White, 2007). 

2.2 Addressing Bias 

Research suggests that educators can reduce the impact of bias by considering a few 

aspects of test design and preparation, including: differentiating test items for test validity; 

providing culturally sensitive learning material; and using online tools for test preparation. 

2.2.1 Implementing Differential Item Functioning 

Ferne and Rupp (2007) analyzed fifteen years’ worth of research based on the validity of 

literacy tests. The researchers explored the valuable tool of DIF, which eliminates test biases. 

With such high stakes involved in a large-scale and lengthy test, the OSSLT should have fair and 

ethical content absent of any bias, whether culturally, socioeconomically or otherwise. Applying 

DIF when creating test content leads to fairer evaluation of student English literacy skills. 

Alternatively, if a test does contain biases, students can review the test’s content to give them 

clearer expectations on how to achieve satisfactory results (Koo et al., 2014). 
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2.2.2  Preparing Students for the OSSLT 

Cheng and Sun (2015) investigated the validity of the OSSLT, and in doing so, provided 

more insight as to how students can better prepare for the test. As mentioned earlier by several 

researchers, it is not only up to the students to prepare for the test, but other stakeholders, such as 

the test creators, must be aware of their involvement too. There are educators, teachers and/or 

tutors dedicated to guiding and supporting students as well. In addition, the parents and/or 

guardians also play an essential part, providing the means and support they can to help students 

prepare. Since the OSSLT contains content that is not guaranteed to be known by every single 

student taking it (Zheng et al., 2011), it is essential for stakeholders to give resources and 

opportunities for learners to study for the test. 

Cheng, Fox and Zheng’s (2007) study showed how the OSSLT had been a consistent 

struggle for ELLs. After the first year it was implemented, OSSLT still proved to be difficult for 

ELLs, but these learners showed relatively more success in the second year the test was 

distributed. Studies (Cheng, Klinger & Zheng, 2007; Zheng et al., 2011) theorize that the relative 

success came from students learning from examples of the first test. These studies suppose that 

after understanding the expectations of the OSSLT, students prepared themselves for the test 

more effectively. For example, students learned specific test expectations such as how the 

evaluators assess their writing skills. EQAO (n.d.) has since then provided marking schemes and 

examples of written work to help guide students, but these guides were not available in 

preparation for the first OSSLT administered. Such guides could not be made since EQAO uses 

content from previous tests to show examples. 
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Echoing the results of Chau et al. (2019) and Banks (2012), Cheng, Fox and Zheng 

(2007) also revealed that students’ cultural backgrounds played an essential role in how they 

comprehended reading tasks. It is not only important to ensure that students are given access to 

information about the test, but it is also dire that test creators understand that students are not 

“culturally heterogeneous” (p. 88). This study further supports the need for more cultural 

awareness in test development and more effective test preparation. 

 Furthermore, Zheng et al. (2011) suggested that test creators should consider a test’s 

“alignment” (p. 81). Students found it confusing that the OSSLT did not directly reflect what 

they learned in English classes (Zheng, 2011). From my experience as an educator, many 

students have confused the OSSLT as another English exam. Moreover, educators and other 

stakeholders, such as parents and administrators, have failed to inform students that the OSSLT 

evaluates student knowledge in English literacy and is not a direct evaluation of their English 

lessons at school. So the proposed need for more alignment between the OSSLT and classroom 

activities is another necessary criterion to meet (Levin, 2010). Certainly, as mentioned, providing 

students with clear expectations of the test’s standards and content will equip them for the test.  

2.2.3 Using Online Tools 

Online learning has expanded in Canada (Online Learning Survey Canada, as cited in BC 

Campus News, 2019; Belsky, 2019; Canadian Digital Learning Research Association, 2018; 

Lederman, 2018). Online learning may also be called “e-learning, Internet learning, distributed 

learning, networked learning, tele-learning, virtual learning, computer-assisted learning, 

web-based learning, and distance learning” (Ally, 2008). There is some tangible evidence from 

our own observations alone that demonstrates that people prefer using technology, and during the 
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COVID-19 outbreak, social distancing led to schools across Canada relying on online and/or 

remote learning (Government of Ontario, n.d.; People for Education, n.d.). There are 

considerable benefits for language learners to use online educational tools (Al Amrani, 2019; 

Cohen & Wang, 2019; Jiahong, 2016; Li, 2009; Li & Deng, 2018; Li et al., 2014; Li et al., 2015). 

I will be reviewing literature on its use in more detail in this section. 

 Al Amrani (2019) tested students’ ELL skills in an English for a Specific Purpose (ESP) 

course. Using an online tool, Al Amrani (2019) found that setting a specific goal for students 

made the learning experience more meaningful and motivational. Additionally, his research 

showed that content-based instruction (CBI) helped students with their ELL skills.  

CBI is a teaching method used in language learning that does not delve into the grammar 

of the language. Instead, CBI focuses on how to succeed with specific goals in mind. In Al 

Amrani’s (2019) online tool, based on the teaching methods of ESP and CBI, the students did in 

fact succeed in completing their specific purpose, which was to excel in an ELL test. Similarly, 

the online tool I developed for the OSSLT does not focus on English grammar. Instead, it 

focuses more on understanding the expectations of the OSSLT. 

  Cohen and Wang (2019) provided further insight on how online learning can help with 

ELLs’ progress. Studying the progress of Chinese ELLs, they found that online learning allowed 

the participants to study at their own respective pace (Anderson, 2008). This made time for 

mental processing, encouraging students to translate and understand information in the time they 

needed. This also improved their English reading comprehension (Cohen & Wang, 2019). 

Without being pressed for time, students also developed critical thinking skills on their own. 
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Cohen and Wang’s (2019) research also found that showing students sample readings online 

helped them increase their skills in reading comprehension as well. 

 Li et al. (2015) assembled a meta-analysis of research, proving that technology-based 

learning was helpful for secondary students, but specifically more helpful for ELLs, who showed 

a boost of confidence in their English language skills after studying with an online tool. Li et al. 

(2014) also discovered that ELLs were more interested in improving their English language 

skills from their frequent use of technology. Li et al. (2014) found that people preferred using 

technology for many activities, such as social networking, shopping and entertainment. This 

motivated non-native English speakers to learn English. From this review of current research, it 

is evident that online tools can catalyze student learning and prepare them for the OSSLT. 
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Chapter 3. Design of the Online Tool (Video Chapter) 

Technology has proven to be a prominent tool in preparing students for tests similar to 

the OSSLT (Al Amrani, 2019; Cohen & Wang, 2019; Li et al., 2015; Li et al., 2014). As I shared 

in the introduction, based on my experiences, I noticed that providing students with online tools 

does benefit them. 

In this chapter, I display and discuss the design of my online learning tool, OSSLT Prep 

through YouTube videos, which I arranged into a playlist (bit.ly/OSSLTMRP). In the videos, I 

briefly describe parts of my online tool and its overall set up and structure. The theories, 

principles and other reasons behind my design choices will be analyzed in the next chapter.  

3.1 Videos and Descriptions of OSSLT Prep 

Below is a list of the videos with descriptions of each: 

● Video 1: Home Page and Navigation of OSSLT Prep (youtu.be/Ci_7NES8OxI) 

○ describes the home page, which is the first page students see as soon as they enrol 

into the online course 

○ shows how navigation works on Canvas, which is the platform of the course 

● Video 2: Getting Started Unit and First Unit (youtu.be/HQRFw3QQnn8) 

○ describes the Getting Started unit, which is a preview of expectations 

○ describes Unit 1, which is an overview of the OSSLT and the rules during the 

administration of the test 

● Video 3: Units 2 to 4, Practicing the Written Portions of the OSSLT 

(youtu.be/uGt-367SJDo) 
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○ explores three similar units, which involve learning about and practicing skills in 

writing: an essay (Unit 2), a news report (Unit 3) and a short answer (Unit 4) 

○ scaffolds information by describing each unit’s purpose; analyzing writing tasks; 

breaking down and explaining well-received answers; and reviewing the content 

learned after each unit, which are all effective preparatory methods (Cohen & 

Wang, 2019); 

● Video 4: Cultural Knowledge and Review (https://youtu.be/0cgA310wsVU) 

○ provides links to helpful external resources for: popular culture references; more 

OSSLT practice; and contact information of appropriate school staff and faculty. 

The set up and design of my online tool was structured around the guidelines I received 

in a graduate course taught by Dr. Robert Power. Dr. Power emphasized the following key points 

which I applied in my design: 

● include an introductory page about the instructor and the course objectives, which was 

proven to positively correlate with student motivation and learning (Al Armani, 2019); 

● scaffold the lessons in the online course by units; and 

● follow web accessibility compliance, such as providing closed-captions for videos (The 

Association of Registered Graphic Designers, 2015). 

In the next chapter, I draw on my experiences from another graduate course to discuss key 

principles of learning in an online environment and how they are applied in OSSLT Prep. 
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Chapter 4. Analysis of the Design 

In this chapter, I focus the analysis of my online course and the decisions on my design 

based on key ideas learned from a graduate course taught by Dr. Robin Kay. Dr. Kay 

emphasized various learning principles of online-based education; namely, the following 

principles:  

● multimedia, which is the use of different types of media (Mutlu & Altun, 2014; Schuler 

et al., 2011; Schweppe & Rummer, 2014);  

● contiguity, which is the concise placement of image close to text (Ginns, 2006; 

Holsanova et al., 2009; Mammarella et al., 2013; Mayer, 2017; Paek et al., 2017; 

Schroeder & Cenkci, 2020); and 

● personalization, which is communication directed towards the learner (Kartal, 2010; 

Mayer, 2017; Reichel et al., 2014; Schrader et al., 2018). 

In this chapter, I show examples of how I designed OSSLT Prep with these guidelines in mind. 

4.1 Multimedia Learning 

Multimedia is an important method to include in any instructive platform, especially in 

online tools where various forms of media can be easily included (Mutlu & Altun, 2014; Schuler 

et al., 2011; Schweppe & Rummer, 2014). On the Internet, web designers can depict many media 

on a webpage, such as audio, video, images and text. For OSSLT Prep, providing audio 

recordings allows for more accessibility, as Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 

recommend (The Association of Registered Graphic Designers, 2015). The Government of 

Ontario (n.d.) also reinforces WCAG 2.0 for private/non-profit organizations with more than 

fifty employees and public sector organizations. As a more specific example, in OSSLT Prep, I 
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gave students the option to listen to audio recordings of me reading text-heavy web pages, which 

can be helpful in their online learning (Al-Shehri & Gitsaki, 2010; Mayer, 2017). 

4.1.1 Community Presence 

Furthermore, I included the use of an external online tool called Flipgrid (Microsoft, 

2014) in OSSLT Prep. Flipgrid allows students to take short video clips of themselves sharing 

information. Students are assigned to use Flipgrid as a creative way to express themselves. The 

use of Flipgrid can also encourage student participation. Students are expected to use Flipgrid for 

two purposes: first, to introduce themselves at the start of the course, and then later, to share their 

thoughts on their learning experience after completing the course. 

The addition of Flipgrid also allows students to build a sense of community. Flipgrid lets 

students share their videos to evaluators and to other students, which builds community presence. 

Students will most likely go through the online course independently, so in order to alleviate 

possible feelings of isolation, it is important to build community presence (Andersson & 

Nakahashi, 2019; Berry, 2019; Conrad, 2002). Below is an image of how I integrated Flipgrid 

into OSSLT Prep. 

Figure 1 

An Example of Multimedia in OSSLT Prep 
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Figure 1 shows a portion of the Getting Started Unit, which focuses on the students. In 

order to build a sense of community, I use Flipgrid, depicted at the bottom of Figure 1. As 

mentioned, Flipgrid is an external online tool that allows students to create short videos of 

themselves. 

Building community presence is extremely important in online learning since it 

significantly reduces the chances of student isolation (Andersson & Nakahashi, 2019; Berry, 

2019; Conrad, 2002). Isolation is an issue in online learning since students often miss the 

physical presence of being in a classroom. However, as discussed in previous chapters, online 

learning can provide a more ideal experience for students. There is more flexibility in terms of 

when and where learning can take place (Anderson, 2008; Cohen & Wang, 2019) and in addition 

to that, when multimedia is used, it can enhance student learning experience (Al-Shehri & 

Gitsaki, 2010; Andersson & Nakahashi, 2019; Berry, 2019; Conrad, 2002). 

4.1.2 Memory Benefits 

Furthermore, when students learn from multimedia platforms, they have better memory 

retention and recall (Harp & Mayer, as cited by Doolittle & Alstaedter, 2009; Lusk et al., 2009). 

In other words, with the use of multimedia learning, students remember information better in 

their short-term and long-term memory. Improved memory can certainly help students recall the 

expectations and contents of the literacy test more effectively. 

4.1.3 Teacher Presence 

Another example of how I integrated multimedia in OSSLT Prep is my use of YouTube 

videos on the home/front page. The first video is to show how navigation works on Canvas, and 

the second video is to show students who their instructor is. The use of videos is a way to 



31 

establish teacher presence in an online environment (Bialowas & Steimel, 2019). Garrison et al. 

(1999) introduced this term and found that teacher presence increases student activity in 

face-to-face learning environments. Bialowas & Steimel (2019) extended this notion to online 

settings. A cropped screenshot of the home/front page is shown below. 

Figure 2 

A Second Example of Multimedia in OSSLT Prep 

 

Figure 2 shows the first page of OSSLT Prep, which establishes teacher presence in the 

first video, shown at the top of the image. The teacher’s presence is established with this video of 
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me showing students how to navigate through the online tool. When students feel the presence of 

their instructor online, their learning experience goes much more smoothly (Brom et al., 2017; 

Kartal, 2010; Schrader et al., 2018). In fact, the teacher’s presence encourages another learning 

principle called personalization, which will be analyzed later in this chapter.  

On the bottom of Figure 2, a second video is shown. This video further builds teacher 

presence by more directly introducing me as the instructor. In this video, I present myself as their 

teacher and divulge in my interests such as relatable hobbies. Collectively, teacher presence and 

personalization add to the effectiveness of multimedia learning (Brom et al., 2017; Kartal, 2010; 

Schrader et al., 2018), especially with ELLs in mind (Wang & Crooks, 2015). 

4.2 Contiguity Principle 

As shown, multimedia learning incorporates other learning principles such as community 

and teacher presence. Along with these principles, the contiguity principle also supports 

students’ online learning experiences. Also called spatial split-attention, contiguity is the 

placement of images close to written text, which enhances student learning (Ginns, 2006; 

Mammarella et al., 2013; Paek et al., 2017; Schroeder & Cenkci, 2020). The close proximity of 

images to text on a webpage helps students gain “better learning results” (Tabbers et al., 2004, p. 

71) and can lessen their chances of experiencing cognitive overload (Tabbers et al., 2004), which 

is when students put in too much mental effort and can no longer study well (Chen et al., 2012; 

Rutkowski & Saunders, 2010; Yun et al., 2010). A screenshot example is shown below. 
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Figure 3 

An Example of Contiguity in OSSLT Prep 

 

Figure 3 shows embedded images of the booklets students receive during the test. By 

providing visual cues, students learn better since contiguity and multimedia help improve 

memory recall (Harp & Mayer, as cited by Doolittle & Alstaedter, 2009; Lusk et al., 2009) and 

decrease the chances of students experiencing cognitive overload (Chen et al., 2012; Rutkowski 

& Saunders, 2010; Tabbers et al., 2004; Yun et al., 2010). 

4.3 Personalization Principle 

As mentioned earlier, another principle called personalization positively affects online 

learning. The personalization principle involves the use of welcoming language, including such 

words as “you” and “we”, which influence the learning experiences significantly (Kartal, 2010; 

Mayer, 2017; Reichel et al., 2014; Schrader et al., 2018). Studies found that personalizing the 

language of online instruction decreases the probability of students feeling isolated and detached 

from the learning material. Similar to a teacher’s presence online, personalization helps students 

feel as though the material is custom-made for them, further improving their online learning 
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(Kartal, 2010; Mayer, 2017; Reichel et al., 2014; Schrader et al., 2018). Figure 4 shows an image 

of Unit 5, which applies the personalization principle by referring to the students as “you” often. 

Figure 4 

An Example of Personalization in OSSLT Prep 

 

Figure 4 shows the repetitive use of “you” and my purposeful choice of words. I set a 

positive and friendly tone that encourages students in their learning (Lane, 2017; Nucaro, 2017; 

Responsive Classroom, 2012), which is more helpful for ELLs who are perhaps learning new or 

reviewing their English vocabulary (American English, n.d.; Dornyei & Skehan, as cited by 

Waring, H.Z., 2008; Khodarahmi & Zarrinabadi, 2016; PennState College of Education, n.d.; 

Tsiplakides & Keramida, 2010). Also, using welcoming language positively correlates with 

student learning (Kartal, 2010; Reichel et al., 2014; Schrader et al., 2018), so I made sure to 

consistently use encouraging words throughout OSSLT Prep.  

Dr. Kay and Dr. Power’s courses taught me how to elevate learning in my online tool. 

OSSLT Prep applies the principles of multimedia, contiguity and personalization. With the 

graduate courses in mind, I made OSSLT Prep with much consideration for ideal online 

education. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Future Directions 

In this chapter, I examine how OSSLT Prep can be further improved. I also make 

connections to the previous chapters to discuss the limitations of OSSLT Prep. The limitations 

show the basis of possible future modification, which I highlight in my considerations. In doing 

so, I hope to continue enhancing OSSLT Prep so that students can benefit from it.  

5.1 Limitations of OSSLT Prep 

The following limitations that will be discussed include: the length of OSSLT Prep, as 

well as its lacking offline capabilities; English language practice; and mental health support. 

Afterwards, I will be basing considerations for future revisions on these limitations. 

5.1.1 Course Length 

 From my review of my online tool, I estimate that an average student may take 7.5 hours 

to complete OSSLT Prep. In comparison, OCL4O, the course that students have to take once 

they have failed OSSLT twice, is typically 110 hours (Bright Minds Online School, n.d.; 

Keewaytinook Internet High School, n.d.; Ontario Virtual School, n.d.; Toronto eSchool, n.d.; 

Virtual High School, n.d.). The length of both courses varies greatly. Though, I would like to 

note that OSSLT Prep is meant to be a short supplementary course, whereas OCL4O is 

mandatory for students who have failed OSSLT twice in order for them to graduate. OSSLT Prep 

is completed at a shorter amount of time since its purpose is to help ELLs know test 

expectations, while OCL4O teaches students how to successfully complete various writing tasks 

that align with Ontario curriculum standards (Bright Minds Online School, n.d.; Education 

Quality and Accountability Office, n.d.; Keewaytinook Internet High School, n.d.; Ontario 

Virtual School, n.d.; Toronto eSchool, n.d.; Virtual High School, n.d.). 
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5.1.2 Blended Learning 

Using an online platform to teach students about literacy has shown to be effective in 

both learning a new language and preparing for evaluation (Al Amrani, 2019; Cohen & Wang, 

2019; Jiahong, 2016; Li, 2009; Li & Deng, 2018; Li et al., 2014; Li et al., 2015). Specifically for 

my project, I created the course through Canvas, which allows administrators, instructors and 

students to access OSSLT Prep online. However, this comes with certain limitations. First, 

although the content is online, it cannot be downloaded and saved for offline use. In other words, 

anyone who would like to access OSSLT Prep must have functional Wi-Fi connected to their 

device. It might be more accessible for users, especially students, to have the option to download 

at least the course’s reading material, so that they can study it offline. However, assessments 

must be completed online in order to receive specific instructor feedback and timely evaluation. 

If for any reason a student cannot complete assessments online, submitting assessments in person 

is possible and may be arranged with the educators and/or administrators. 

Furthermore, face-to-face interactions between the evaluators and the students are likely 

to happen. These interactions can even be necessary for a few reasons. First, students may 

already be physically present at school, so they may interact with their educators and possibly 

their evaluators. From my experience, students have often asked me face-to-face about the 

OSSLT and how to study for it. My colleagues have had similar experiences as well. Second, 

students with inquiries about the online course may also ask the administrators and/or educators 

for assistance in person. In short, since face-to-face interactions may occur, the learning method 

of OSSLT Prep is not fully online, but can be seen as a blended learning experience, which is 

both online and face-to-face instruction (Helms, 2012; Neumeier, 2005). 
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5.1.3 Teaching English 

I claimed earlier that OSSLT Prep caters to ELLs. However, OSSLT Prep does not focus 

on teaching English to students. Its main purpose is to prepare students for the literacy test, so I 

gauge that students should have English language skills at a lower-intermediate level in order to 

comprehend the online course’s material. If a student does not have English language skills at 

this level, educators and administrators may recommend the student to review his/her skills by 

providing practice worksheets, books and/or after-school tutoring. 

Additionally, as mentioned in earlier chapters, the literacy test is biased against ELLs 

(Banks, 2012; Elder, 1996; Kim & Jang, 2009; Chau et al., 2019; Cheng, Fox, Zheng, 2007; 

Cheng, Klinger, Zheng, 2007; Zheng et al., 2011). Students with lower English language skills 

may experience a challenging time trying to complete OSSLT Prep.  

Nevertheless, I use more familiar language in the online course, and as mentioned in the 

Analysis, the personalization principle paves the way for a smoother learning experience (Kartal, 

2010; Lane, 2017; Nucaro, 2017; Reichel et al., 2014; Responsive Classroom, 2012; Schrader et 

al., 2018), especially for ELLs (American English, n.d.; Dornyei & Skehan, as cited by Waring, 

H.Z., 2008; Khodarahmi & Zarrinabadi, 2016; PennState College of Education, n.d.; Tsiplakides 

& Keramida, 2010).  

5.1.4 Student Mental Health 

When I created the earliest version of OSSLT Prep, I included a section in the last unit 

that focused on students’ mental health. It was a reminder for them that anxiety and other 

negative mental health moments naturally occur in anticipation for the literacy test. I also added 

links to external resources which they could reach via text, phone call or online chat, if they 
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required professional support. The reasons I added this section were from my own interest in 

mental health, as well as the large number of students who shared with me their distress over the 

test. However, I decided to remove the mental health section since it strayed from the main goal, 

which is to prepare them for test content. In lieu of a mental health section, I build a sense of 

community in OSSLT Prep by encouraging group discussions and by letting students share short 

clips of themselves via Flipgrid, as shown in the Analysis chapter. 

5.2 Considerations for Future Modification 

In my ambition to develop OSSLT Prep as an effective online tool, I consider other 

resourceful aspects that can be included. Due to time restraints and priorities, I could not add the 

following modification: gaming elements; digital badges; translatable content; more web 

accessibility; or formal research to test OSSLT Prep’s efficacy. Regardless, it is always possible 

to perform these modifications in the future. 

5.2.1 Gamification 

Many popular educational games inspired me to consider adding gamification into 

OSSLT Prep, including Duolingo, a gamified foreign language learning app; Prodigy, a 

quest-based mathematical app; and Khan Academy, an online educational resource for many 

subjects. There are many more that are accessible through the Internet with a simple Google 

search. Despite the popularity of these games, I could not invest my time adding gamification 

into OSSLT Prep. In the future, however, it might be worth designing supplemental games that 

can help students display their knowledge and skills in literacy. An example of this can be 

creating multiple-choice quizzes that are in the form of a game, and every time a student answers 

correctly, a video game character gets closer to reaching a more tangible goal, which could be 
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displayed as the top of a mountain or a finish line. Essentially, gamification can be effective in 

online learning, particularly for student motivation (Bal, 2019; Nistor & Iacob, 2018; Rabah et 

al., 2018; Sahin et al., 2017; van Roy & Zaman, 2018).  

5.2.2 Badge Rewards 

Similar to gamification, a digital badge system involves giving students a tangible virtual 

reward for their accomplishment. For example, students who achieve their participation in their 

group’s discussion board would receive a digital badge that they can proudly display under their 

username or in their student profile. This badge reward system has positively correlated with 

motivation (Facey-Shaw et al., 2018; Dyjur & Lindstrom, 2017; Reid et al., 2015; Shields & 

Chugh, 2017) as well as student learning (Ahn et al., 2014). Though, it should be noted that 

badge rewards are not sufficient replacement for specific evaluative feedback (Randall et al., 

2013). Particularly for OSSLT Prep, badges can be used for student participatory evaluation, 

such as sharing video clips of themselves at the start and the end of the course. However, badges 

would not be efficient in assessing students’ written work. It would be more appropriate for 

students to receive clearer evaluation from the course instructor(s), who can provide more 

descriptive feedback. 

5.2.3 Translatable Content  

A possible solution for ELLs who struggle with reading English is to have the option to 

translate the words on the page with tools such as Google Translate. This would allow students 

and perhaps their parents/guardians to be able to read the lesson material in their native language, 

which may help them when they feel discouraged and/or overwhelmed (Ramachandran & 

Rahim, 2004; Yao, 2017). Tools such as Google Translate could also provide clearer instructions 
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on how to navigate through an online tool such as OSSLT Prep (Williams, 2006). This could also 

lead to other positive outcomes, which Lake and Beisly (2019) claimed: encourages 

multilingualism, builds teacher and community presence, and fosters self-confidence.  

5.2.4 Accessible for All 

As mentioned in the Design (Video Chapter), I followed Dr. Power’s instructions and 

WCAG 2.0’s recommendations to make the online course more accessible to users. For instance, 

I wrote the subtitles for OSSLT Prep’s YouTube videos to make sure that there were no 

captioning errors. This ensures that students with hearing impairments or students without sound 

equipment can still reliably access the same information as they would through audio. 

Furthermore, web accessibility such as video captions positively affects English language 

learning experience since ELLs can both listen to the video and read the captions along with 

what they hear (Aksu-Atac & Guny-Koprulu, 2018; Kruger & Steyn, 2014; Topkaraoglu & 

Nisanci, 2018).  

I also created audio clips of me reading word-heavy webpages, but it may be more 

helpful to have video clips showing me reading out the webpages and more interactively 

demonstrating parts of OSSLT Prep. For example, in the online course, when studying a 

successful news report, I would analyze the parts in the video and portray myself as if I was 

directly speaking to the student. This may strengthen teacher and community presence as well as 

web accessibility.  

Lastly, I consider creating more web accessible content to benefit both ELLs and other 

learners who might need accommodations. In the future, OSSLT Prep can reach more students, 
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especially ones with impairments, by providing more accessibility (Blanck, 2015; Greeson et al., 

2020; Kimmons, 2017; Shawar, 2015).  

5.2.5 Formal Research 

Finally, it is dire to test the effectiveness of OSSLT Prep. Students would start the course 

several weeks before the test to determine the online tool’s efficacy in and correlation with 

student preparation, self-perceived confidence and test results. It would be favourable to give 

students at least five weeks to complete the course and give a week or two before test day as a 

buffer for students to hone their skills for the test.  

To determine the course’s effectiveness, the experiment would need a number of students 

to be in the control group and a similar number of students in the experimental group. The 

control group will not take the course, but the experimental group will complete the course. Both 

groups will be as similar as possible in both gender and age. At the start of the experiment, 

students will take a survey on their self-confidence levels with an optimally 7-point Likert scale 

(Beal & Dawson, 2007; Xu & Leung, 2018). Before the experimental group completes the 

course, both groups will take a mock OSSLT. The results of which will be compared with their 

actual OSSLT results.  

Before taking the test, ideally the day prior, students are to take another confidence 

survey. Typically a few months after the test administration, the test results will be given, from 

which the experiment can derive a comparison of both groups’ mock test and actual test scores to 

determine if there is a statistically significant difference between them. Moreover, students will 

be interviewed on OSSLT Prep’s most helpful factors. This may indicate whether or not online 

tools such as OSSLT Prep can prepare students to perform well in tests such as the OSSLT. 
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As an educator, I’ve seen my students struggle to find ways to prepare for the OSSLT. As 

a graduate student, I’ve seen similar findings in my research. Every year, the OSSLT is 

administered and from my experience, students frantically ask questions about the test. Some 

students may even experience anxiety (Charbonneau, 2014; Cheng & Sun, 2015; Doe et al., 

2011; Education Quality and Accountability Office, n.d.; Elder, 1996; Government of Ontario, 

n.d.; Harris, 2009; Holden & Rada, 2011; Jackson, 2019; Kearns, 2013; Li et al., 2015; Sapp, 

2009; Selwyn, 2007; Subramony, 2007; Tarbutton, 2018; Watson & Kehler, 2012; White, 2007). 

Considering these, I developed OSSLT Prep to equip students with necessary information about 

the test. The online tool describes evaluators’ expectations, examples of well-written assessments 

and other resources that can help students prepare. All of which the learners can easily access 

from an electronic device and learn at their own pace, so that they can have the learning 

experience ideal for their needs. 
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