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Abstract 
This paper presents the outcome of the SupEFL (Supplemental Self-Help in English as a Foreign 
Language for Learners with Specific Learning Differences), a project funded by the European 
Comission, made up of a consortium of 7 partners from 6 different countries: Germany, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Portugal, Bulgaria and Finland. The project aims to develop self-help Open Educational 
Resources (OER) for learners of English with special needs in the following areas: reading, writing, 
speaking, listening, memory, motivation, and learning in general. The objective is to provide learners 
of English with specific tools and techniques that they can readily implement to improve their skills and 
overall competence in the specific area(s) of need. The paper presents findings from the piloting and 
validation phase of the project, which is aimed at the evaluation of the online training course by its 
target group. The methods and procedures for the evaluation of the online training by its target group 
will be explored in the paper.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The SupEFL Project, “Supplemental Self-Help in English as a Foreign Language for Learners with 
Specific Learning Differences“, is part of an Erasmus project funded by the European Comission. It 
involves a consortium of 7 partners from 6 different countries: Germany, Hungary, Lithuania, Portugal, 
Bulgaria and Finland. It is an international educational initiative that  have joined their efforts to launch 
a platform for learners with special needs in reading, writing, speaking, understanding, memorizing, 
and motivation to learn English as a foreign language. As an outcome of supEFL, teachers will find 
tools and methodologies to work more efficiently with such students in their classes. 

Up to 15-20% of the population suffer from Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLDs), the vast majority of 
which (approx.80%) are dyslexic [1] [2]. Learning difficulties are a broad classification including 
several areas of functioning. They are often categorized by the specific difficulties they cause. The 
individual problems range on a continuum from no difficulties to mild to moderate to severe in each of 
the language systems (reading, writing, listening, speaking). The most common ones are reading 
disability (dyslexia) and writing disability (dysgraphia) - there is a very high degree of overlap between 
the two.  Other SpLDs include dyspraxia (associated with problems of visuo-spatial awareness and 
sequencing of movements), Asperger's Disorder (distinguished by significant difficulties in social 
interaction and nonverbal communication), as well as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD 
which is characterized by impulsiveness and lack of sustained concentration). Disorders such as 
ADHD and dyspraxia reveal a high degree of co-morbidity with dyslexia and dysgraphia. 

Learners who have significant difficulties in one or more of the four language systems in their mother 
tongue (reading, writing, listening and speaking) will inevitably experience difficulties in learning a 
foreign language. Those who have difficulty in most or all of the four language systems are likely to 
experience the most problems in learning English. 

The SupEFL project focuses on persons who need help with learning in one or more of the four 
language systems. The target group includes all persons who have SpLDs independent of the 
severity. These end-users (persons with SpLDs) who are learning English are the key target group. 
Secondary target groups include their teachers and the educational institutions they work for. 
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2 THE SUPEFL PROJECT 
The SupEFL project aims to develop self-help Open Educational Resources (OER) for learners of 
English with special needs. Several separate self-help guides as well as a portal and platform for 
learners with special needs will be created and established. The objective of the project is to provide 
learners of English with specific tools and techniques that they can readily implement to improve their 
skills and overall competence in the specific area(s) of need. 

Based on an analysis of existing policies and legislation in each of the partner countries [3], findings 
revealed that only in Germany there is a clear and official definition for neurologically based learning 
difficulties but only in Hungary dyslexia is recognized in legislation as disability although it is not 
recognized in this country, as a Special Educational Need. Based on an empirical study carried out, 
data collected from trainers and learners revealed the areas in which more difficulties are found to 
learn the English language (by order of preference): motivation, memory, speaking, reading, listening, 
writing and learning in general. Motivation is, therefore, one of the key areas to be improved as it was 
found in other studies [4]. As examples of specific support that could be provided to learners with 
special needs in regard to motivation issues, teachers pointed out the following suggestions: games, 
trivia, storytelling, songs; giving feedback about their progress and putting emphasis on their 
strengths; involvement; colours, pop ups, interactive exercises; rewards, compliments, stickers; 
creative exercises; special activities, engagement; concise and short activities; provide specific 
praising comments; give students daily life examples so they can feel motivated to learn. These 
findings are important inputs for the development of educational tools to support English language 
learning for learners with special needs. 

The SupEFL project will produce outputs that are completely new in terms of learning opportunities. A 
website is being prepared to provide resources to learners of English as foreign language (EFL) with 
Special Learning Difficulties (SpLDs), such as guidance, guidelines, resources, links, a glossary and 
specific learning tips. The website will include a forum and social media for learners to communicate 
with each other and with the project partners, as well as seven web-based educational modules, each 
based on a specific topic. 

The Self-Study programs include seven online educational modules, each based on a specific topic. 
Each module is considered to be an individual course, and a learner may complete as many modules 
as he or she chooses. The modules will be based on work that has previously been conducted and will 
provide learners with SpLDs with specific tools and techniques that they can readily implement to 
improve their skills and overall competence in the specific area(s) in which they are weakest.   

The target audience for these modules are persons with SpLDs who desire dyslexic-friendly advice in 
plain and simple English. They will be created in a compact and visually-appealing format. To access 
this Self-Study program, learners will need a computer with internet access, running any of the major 
operating systems. Each module includes at least 2-4 hours of self-study and activities. Self-
assessments will also be provided. Upon successful completion, learners will receive a downloadable 
certificate indicating the learning outcomes to motivate them further.   

As previously mentioned, experts advocate using the internet to assist persons with SpLDs. The 
internet - and certain software - helps dyslexic persons through images, text size and background 
color, and by allowing them to sort out information in a way which suits them best. Moreover, the 
internet and assistive technology allows individuals to personalise the way they view information - to 
enlarge the script or have the text read to them. The modules will be Open Educational Resources as 
well all of the other resources listed on the site. 

The duration of the project is 3 years. The project started September 1, 2014 and ends August 31, 
2017. Current paper describes the aspects related to the evaluation of the project pilot period from 
March 2017 until May 2017 (3 months of the project).  

3 EVALUATION OF THE SUPEFL TRAINING 
The main outcome of the SupEFL project is the development of self-help Open Educational 
Resources (OER) for learners of English with special needs. This outcome was achieved by the 
preparation of an online training which includes specific tools and techniques that learners of English 
can readily implement to improve their skills and overall competence in the specific area(s) of need. 

Based on this, modules were developed by each partner to include in the SupEFL Training. In total, 
seven models were prepared based on the following topics: 
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− Module 1 - Reading and Listening  
− Module 2 - Memory: Techniques to Learn Vocabulary and Improve your Memory  
− Module 3 - Writing   
− Module 4 - Motivation: Intercultural Communication and Motivation 
− Module 5 - Learning: Strategies for Better Learning   
− Module 6 - Speaking: Interpersonal Communication  
− Module 7 - Public Speaking  

A piloting and validation phase will take place to evaluate the SupEFL training by the target group, 
both in the online version as in the blended learning version and using the pdf. The target group of the 
project is aimed at people who are learning English and have SpLDs (e.g. dyslexia, dyspraxia, 
Asperger's Disorder, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and others).  Secondary target 
groups include teachers and educational institutions. 

The evaluation of each module is grounded on Kirkpatrick's Evaluation Model. Using Kirkpatrick’s 
classic model, any training can be evaluated at four progressive levels [5]. Level I: Reaction is a 
measure of participants’ reactions to the program. Level II: Learning is a measure of what they have 
learned. Level III: Transfer is a measure of changes in their behavior when they return to work after 
the training program. Level IV: Results is a measure of the outcomes that occur because they are 
doing their work differently. Phillips (1996) recommends the addition of a fifth level to Kirkpatrick’s 
model where appropriate. The new Level V is a measure of the Return on Investment (ROI), the cost-
benefit ratio of training. In this level, the Level IV data are converted to monetary values and then 
compared with the cost of the training program. 

At the individual level, the project will measure the impact of its outputs through a trial run with a group 
of learners who were diagnosed with SpLDs in one or more of the four language systems in the 
following degrees: mild, mild-to-moderate, moderate, moderate-to-high, high. They will complete the 
respective self-study module(s) in their area(s) of learning difficulty plus those on learning, memory 
and motivation. Upon completion they will rate them comprehensively. The feedback form from the 
learners will address the following three questions that are at the heart of any training evaluation: Did 
they like it, did they learn from it, did they change? In addition to the self-evaluation, assessment tasks 
will be conducted to determine if the learning objectives were mastered and applied by administering 
tests to see if they acquired the desired skills and knowledge (Kirkpatrick's level II).  

The further levels of Kirkpatrick can be used to assess institutional impacts. Quantitative data 
collected from participant organizations will enable to collect quantitative data to determine how many 
learners with SpLDs are enrolled in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) programs among partner 
institutions. Assessment can be made on how they perform (the grades and pass rates) and to what 
degree they complete the program (dropout rates) before and after the introduction of the self-study 
modules implemented in all partner institutions.   

3.1 Piloting and validation phase  
The conceptual evaluation model proposed by Donald Kirkpatrick aims to measure the quality of a 
training intervention based on four levels of evaluation. This analysis will contribute to indicate 
strengths and weaknesses of the training program, identify improvement opportunities for future 
actions and also assess the perception of participants in regard to the evolution of their knowledge 
before and after the training. The evaluation of each module will be grounded on Kirkpatrick's 
Evaluation Model, where the focus of evaluation will rely solely on level 1 (satisfaction).  

In online contexts, evaluation has two important roles: a) verify and monitor student learning; b) 
analyse the quality of the systems, giving opportunity for improvement. The main objective of the 
evaluation process is to analyse the quality of the online training, based on evidence from different 
indicators and target groups. 

Before making the final online training course available, the piloting and validation phase will take 
place at each partner country. According to the SupEFL project proposal, the adequacy of the 
developed Training Programme will be evaluated by the target group, during the testing phase, on the 
basis of the following:  

9667



a) Relevance of the Content: 
o General level of satisfaction with content of the Programme; 
o Number of missing items/content mentioned; 
o Mix of activities of the Programme (theory/best practice/support/etc.); 
o Perceived adequacy to the needs of dyslexic learners. 

b) Adequacy & Applicability of the E-Learning Environment: 
o Average time spent on the e-learning platform; 
o Perceived level of complexity, user-friendliness and accessibility; 
o Perceived added value in relation to other components of the Programme; 
o General level of satisfaction with the platform. 

This testing phase aims to evaluate not only each one of the modules but also the whole online 
training programme. It is important to adjust and improve the modules based on feedback from the 
target group. The methods and procedures for the testing validation were the following (Table 1). 

Table 1.  Testing/Validation Phase 

Partner Country Module tested in the Pilot Phase 
Hungary Module 1 – Reading and Listening 

Bulgaria + Germany Module 2 – Memory: Techniques to Learn Vocabulary and Improve your Memory  

Hungary Module 3 – Writing  

Finland Module 4 – Motivation: Intercultural Communication and Motivation 

Portugal Module 5 – Learning: Strategies for Better Learning  

Lithuania Module 6 – Speaking: Interpersonal Communication  

Lithuania Module 7 – Public Speaking  

For evaluating the pilot as well as the online courses, a comprehensive set of evaluation tools for 
training programmes were analysed and explored. The Portuguese partners (University of Coimbra) 
were responsible for the elaboration of the evaluation questionnaire. During the project meeting in 
March 2017, held in Coimbra, Portugal, all partners discussed and commented the draft versions of 
the questionnaire developed by the Portuguese team. Focus groups were held, with members from 
each partner country, to validate the questionnaire. The evaluation questionnaire aimed to assess 
learner’s expectations and satisfaction and to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the material 
developed by the partners. Based on this feedback, partners will revise the course’s concepts and 
materials.  

3.2 Target Group 
The target group of this project are learners who have significant difficulties in one or more of the four 
language systems in their mother tongue (reading, writing, listening and speaking), who will inevitably 
experience difficulties in learning a foreign language. Those who have difficulty in most or all of the 
four language systems are likely to experience the most problems in learning English. Besides this 
target group, the project also aims at teachers and the educational institutions who they work for, as 
secondary target group.   

Based on this assumption, a set of evaluation tools, such as questionnaires based on trainee's 
expectations at the start of the online course, as well as a questionnaire at the end of the module to 
collect feedback from trainee's satisfaction, were developed by the project team. What have students 
learned, as a result of participating in the SupEFL training course? How do trainees evaluate their 
satisfaction with the online course (available resources, guidelines, links, learning tips, etc.)? What can 
be improved in the course? Suggestions and recommendations to be implemented each of the 
modules? These are some of the questions that the project team aimed to be answered, during the 
piloting and validation phase of the project. 
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3.3 Evaluation Questionnaire 
The questionnaire developed for the testing/validation phase includes 3 parts: Part I - General 
information, Part II - Before testing/validation and Part III - After testing/validation. Participants will be 
given specific instructions in regard to the moment when they should fill out the questionnaire. 

The first part of the questionnaire (Part I) includes personal information such as gender, age and type 
of participant (learner or teacher). In case the participant is a teacher, s/he should indicate how many 
years of teaching or training and also what is s/he experience working with people with specific 
learning difficulties. If the participant is a student, s/he will be asked to indicate his level of English, 
according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Besides this, s/he 
should also specify what kind of learning difficulties s/he has (reading, writing, listening, speaking) and 
due to what (Difficulties in Attention, Hyperactivity, Autism or Social Behaviour Difficulties, or Others 
(blank space). The first part of the questionnaire aims, mainly, to characterise the participant and 
assure that the project meets its target group. 

The second part of the questionnaire (Part II) is aimed at the evaluation of participants’ expectations in 
regard to the Module and the overall online training. The following table presents some of the 
dimensions included in the questionnaires to explore the target group’s expectations. 

Table 2.  Evaluation of Expectations (before the training) 

 Dimensions of the Questionnaire 

Before the 
Testing/Validation 
of the Module 

1. Current level of expertise/knowledge of the skills that 
are trained in the Module. 

2. Main things that participant expects to learn in the 
Module. 

3. Issues regarding the training programme: 
• Overall training  
• Objectives clear 
• Content relevance  

4. Issues regarding expectations on the impact of the 
training on the participant: 
• Increase confidence to learn English 
• Better preparation to understand and use English  
• Improve communication with others 

The third and last part of the questionnaire (Part III) is aimed at the evaluation of participants’ 
satisfaction with the Module and the overall online training (corresponds to level 1 of Kirkpatrick’s 
model). The following table presents some of the dimensions included in the questionnaires to 
measure the target group’s level of satisfaction with the online training and the modules. Besides this, 
several open questions aimed to collect information and feedback from the target group in regard to 
what they found most useful and less useful, what was more innovative and what could have been 
done differently. All these contributions from the target group will allow adjustments to the final version 
of the modules and the online training. 
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Table 3.   Evaluation of Results (after the training) 

 Dimensions of the Questionnaire 

After the 
Testing/Validation 
of the Module 

1. Open questions regarding satisfaction with the Module: 
• Most useful in the module 

• Less useful in the module 

• Innovative in the module 

• Tools and techniques learned 

• Suggestions for improvement 
2. Issues regarding the satisfaction with the training programme: 

• Overall training  
• Objectives clear 
• Content relevance  
• Average time spent 
• Organization of module 
• Available resources 
• User interface 
• Activities of the module 

3. Issues regarding the impact of the training on the participant: 
• Increase motivation to learn English 
• Better preparation to understand and use English  
• Improve communication with others 
• Recommend the training to others 

4. Level of expertise/knowledge of the skills after the Module. 

4 FINAL REMARKS 
Findings achieved from the application of the questionnaires in each of the six partner countries will be 
reported in future publications as at the time of this publication, the piloting and validation phase was 
still in progress.  

Once the validation phase is concluded, several dissemination events will take place to present and 
share the outcomes of the project. Figure 1 is an example of a poster developed for dissemination 
purposes, which will likely attract not only people with specific learning difficulties but also teachers 
and the educational institutions who are also part of the target group. 
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Figure 1. Poster for the Dissemination of the Project 
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