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Beyond Babel takes up where Virtual Language Learning: Finding the Gems Amongst the Pebbles left off.  The new text, complete with CD Rom, provides a valuable snapshot of what is happening currently in the area of online language learning as it explores three different themes.  The text is divided into three parts, each of which focuses on a theme.  The first includes accounts from practitioners who have been involved in developing online language learning resources.  The second lists different web sites covering a range of languages resources as well as teaching and research issues. The third reports on a study into student perceptions of the electronic learning environment. This text incorporates and updates material presented in the earlier edition (Felix, 1998). It also provides very interesting insights and explorations through the research study and contributions by site developers that make it a valuable text for language practitioners and researchers.

The collection of contributions from practitioners involved in developing and implementing online language resources begins with each contributor explaining the approach and process involved in the project. Languages represented are German, English (as a foreign language), Korean, French, Japanese, Chinese and the use of MOOs. Each contributor outlines the context of the project, the rationale, the features planned for the resource, both the pedagogical and technical approaches and the objectives which underlie the creation of the product. In addition, feedback on the language resource are described along with problems encountered in the production and implementation stages.  Future plans are outlined and, as this text is aimed at being a two yearly publication, it will prove interesting to track the progress of these projects. 

Common themes in this section are the time and effort taken to work on such online projects, the small amount of funding received (more often, no funding), how the technology is used and the impressive motivation of those involved in getting the projects up and running.  This component of the text is an important resource for both language teachers and those interested in using the online environment for the creation of learning resources.  The accounts of getting each resource up and running are both frank and detailed. The discussion on the problematic elements of each project provide a valuable research resource for anyone who is thinking of creating an online language learning resource or would like to gain an insight into the background of the creation of such materials. It will be interesting to see if and how future technological developments address some important design and implementation issues faced by developers of online language resources.

Part two updates and extends the language resources presented in the earlier edition Virtual Language Learning: Finding the Gems Amongst the Pebbles.  Felix makes note of the fickleness of the Web environment, but nonetheless, has come up with a solid and varied list of language learning sites.  This list includes both free and user-pay web sites, stand alone courses, sites that concentrate on elements of language learning (such as grammar or phonetics and language dictionaries), online magazines and writing sites. It also lists some sites developed by some notable publishing houses. It will be interesting to track how publishers exploit the online medium as both a tool and a commodity through the series of editions planned for this text. 

Much to the relief of many a teacher, games and interactive language tasks make up another list presented in the text as well as a list of sites directed at young children.  Another section presents examples of Webquests and simulations which is a growing area for those interested in experiential learning resources. MOOs, MUDS and MUSHES is the title of another list and there is a list of Chat sites for those interested in synchronous communication possibilities.  Furthermore, this section contains some web tools (such as template software) that may be used by teachers or resource developers in creating web-based materials.  For those interested in the lesser-taught languages the list of meta-sites will be helpful in linking up to resources on offer.  To assist in the teaching of languages two sites are included which offer information on task-based web resources and lesson plans.  

Another important element of this section is the professional development resources for teachers that includes a list of notable electronic journals. All the sites mentioned in this second part of the text are contained on the accompanying CD Rom for easy access. Certainly, this part gives a promising indication of how innovative Web-based language resources are becoming, and, as Felix points out, the promise of increased bandwidth may mean that resources will be more accessible, varied, authentic and meaningful. 

The third part of this text addresses the question of student perceptions of the online language learning environment while that of outcomes (achievement) gained through this medium will be dealt with in a forthcoming edition of this series.  This section provides a brief, current and well researched literature review and then goes on to describe the findings of two studies.  The first study is of a tertiary Web-based distance or combination distance and face-to-face course and focuses on learning strategies while the second focuses on learning styles in the context of the secondary and primary school level sectors.  The findings describe the perceptions of the subjects and provide recommendations that address disadvantages of using online materials for language learning, mainly from design and pedagogical perspectives. The studies indicate that no significant relationships were found between study preferences, learning strategies and styles when learning via this electronic medium. This study makes a valuable contribution to the slowly growing body of research into the area of online learning.

This text is of interest to teachers, teacher educators and researchers involved in language learning as well as those interested in the question of online learning in general. Felix states that there is a "spirit of generous sharing that still characterises a lot of the Web." which is heartening to hear though the distinction between "collaboration" and "plagiarism" might need to be delineated more carefully by the text.  Further, the text suggests that more opportunities for universal pooling and collaboration may evolve over time.  The intrinsic nature of the web makes it pedagogically appealing from this perspective and perhaps technological advances will facilitate this ambition. 

Felix's call for more collaborative work in building and researching online language learning echoes those of other educators and researchers and she and her team of contributors certainly have made a worthwhile contribution by sharing their experiences and information.  It will be interesting to gauge the extent to which there is a response to Felix's call for collaboration in two years when the next edition in this series will be published.

The Web environment can be daunting in terms of the multitude of material it incorporates and the amount of time needed to sift through the pebbles to find the gems.  Felix and her research team have, once again, provided an invaluable, accessible resource which may direct the energies of educators saving a lot of time and effort. Those interested in setting up online language resources will find the experiences of contributors invaluable. The contributors outline pitfalls to avoid and provide many good ideas that may assist in directing efforts. Lastly, for anyone looking for a thesis research question in the area of online language learning, this text will provide ample food for thought.

