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1. Executive Summary 

Language is a very powerful tool for mutual understanding between people. The lack of 

knowledge in another's language on the other hand has been the cause of many a 

misunderstandings and causes for wars. Sri Lanka's ethnic conflict has roots in language 

among other things. No local language project could ignore the strategic opportunity 

provided by technology to scale the teaching and learning of another language. “Shikshaka”; 

a computer based teaching framework is developed to teach another language less arduous 

and was aimed to fulfill that requirement.  

The methodologies for teaching a second (and foreign) language were surveyed, and a goal-

directed pedagogy was adopted for this teaching tool which is intended to be used with and 

independently of a teacher. Special consideration was also given in the design of the system 

to ensure that it can be used in offline mode in addition to the original target of being an 

online tool. 

As such, a dialogue based training methodology was implemented based on a well accepted 

goal-directed genre for teaching second languages, in the development of the Shikshaka 

framework. Currently the tool can be used to teach Tamil in Sinhala and also Sinhala in 

English.  The Shikshaka framework is designed to make the localization of the source 

language (the language of the user) easily customizable, but is also flexible enough to be used 

for teaching a different target language (the language to be learned) without changes to its 

code. 
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2. Introduction 

Language is a very powerful tool of communication. According to the definition of UniXL1, 

Language is a system of communicating with other people using sounds, symbols and words 

in expressing a meaning, idea or thought. Language can be used in many forms, primarily 

through oral and written communications as well as using expressions through body 

language.  

Most of the countries have their own language or languages. For example, Sri Lanka has 

three main languages: Sinhala, Tamil and English. When they need to communicate with the 

people in other countries, they need to know a language which is common to both countries. 

The lack of knowledge in another's language on the other hand has been the cause of many a 

misunderstanding and sometimes cause conflicts. Sri Lanka's ethnic conflict has roots in 

language in addition to other things. Most of the Sinhala people cannot understand Tamil and 

vice versa. How do these two communities communicate with each other then? There are two 

solutions. Either learn each other’s language or learn an international language, for example 

English. But the problem is the lack of resources in learning languages in Sri Lanka. No local 

language learning project could ignore the strategic opportunity provided by technology to 

scale the teaching and learning of another language.  

The main objective of this project is to develop effective training materials and a 

methodology to make learning another language less arduous. The framework developed is 

expected to be flexible enough to extend itself to be used by other project partners to teach 

their languages. For example, this software needs to be content independent and 

customizable. Contents can be added and updated easily. This tool is also need to have the 

following features: user friendliness, platform independence and localizability. 

 “Shikshaka”; a computer based teaching framework is developed to fulfill the above 

requirements. Considering these and other facts, we mainly focused our research on 

developing a Computer Aided Language Teaching framework (“Shikshaka”) and by using 

that developed a Language learning tool for learning Tamil in Sinhala and Sinhala in English. 

                                                 
1 www.unixl.com 
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3. Methodology 

Though CALT researchers would like to reuse currently available materials and existing 

frameworks rather than developing from the scratch, reusing of existing content and materials 

are found to be inefficient. Deficiencies in the existing frameworks may include, embedded 

content (i.e. content is hard-wired with the framework and they cannot be separated), non 

localizability, platform dependency, lack of Unicode support and difficulties of adding and 

modifying content. We found that most of the systems without these deficiencies are 

commercial products. 

Our research proposed a solution to address the above deficiencies, and provide users with 

multimedia rich interactive language teaching environment. This is primarily achieved by 

separating the learning content from the framework. In order to achieve this, we proposed to 

use XML technology. Furthermore, the proposed system is architecture in a manner so that 

the tool can be easily adaptable and localized for other languages and for different cultures. 

Content management framework and the user interface will be designed using proprietary 

software called Adobe Flash. In today's world Flash serve as the main prototyping tool for 

iterative design and formative evaluation in the web. The choice of Flash will enable the 

delivery of an efficient lightweight, platform independent, multimedia rich and web-enabled 

system.  Flash and XML combined architecture will provide a flexible way of adding and 

deploying fully customizable content (lessons) rapidly. The framework is engineered in a 

manner so that it can be readily customized for teaching other subjects in other languages too. 

 

4. Main Architecture of the System 

Both the Tamil Learning Tool and the Sinhala Learning Tool uses a common architecture. 
The overall architecture of the Shikshaka framework is given below. 
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The file ‘Language Learning Tool.swf’ contains the central component of the framework. In 
order for the framework to function successfully, the structure showed in the above diagram 
plays a key role. 
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4.1 ContentPath.xml 

 

 
 
An important feature of the framework which enables the customization of the tool is the 
ability for the text in the teaching material to be easily edited as needed. For example, in the 
above animation, all text is retrieved from the file ContentPath.xml listed below. By changing 
the contents of the xml file developers can change the contents of the main menu. 

 

 
 
 
 

4.2 ThumbImages Folder 
 

The ThumbImages folder contains all thumbnail images that are shown in the above 

main menu. 
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4.3 License Agreement Folder 
 

This folder shows the license agreement of our framework.  

 

4.4 Chapter 1 to n 
 

This is a very important section of the framework. We can add any number of 

chapters by creating Chapter folders according to the given structure. Each Chapter 

folder is divided in to three sections; Dialogue, Grammar and Exercises. 

 
4.5 Dialogue Folder 

 
 

A developer of new teaching material can add images, callouts and voices to the 

relevant folders and rename them according to the given format. Sample files for this 

have been included in the distribution to assist content developers. The UISetting.xml 

and DialogChapter.xml files include the Dialogue page settings and the contents in 

the Dialogue lessons respectively. 

 
4.6 Grammar Folder 
 

The grammar folder is organized as shown in the structure below. It contains the 

grammatical knowledge underpinning the particular dialogue based lesson contained 

in a given chapter. 
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The content contained in these folders controls the main teaching window for the 

chapter and is shown in the figure below. 

 
 

 
 

The file treeXML.xml contains the data which is shown in the left pane in each 

lesson. They constitute the main headings of the contents which are shown in the right 

pane. The treeData.xml file contains the data in this right pane. 
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4.7 Exercise Folder 
 

The exercise folder contains the content needed for quizzes that the learner is required 

to take. Its structure includes sub-folders for the audio content associated with the 

exercises and any other sub-folders such as those needed to teach different 

grammatical features. 

 

 
 

The following figures show an example quizes designed to help a learner associate the 

phonology (sound) and the orthography (letters) of given words of the target language 

to be learnt, and the matching of source and target language lexical items (words) 

respectively. 
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Inside the three sub-folders in the main exercises folder, the xml files responsible for 

generating the content can be seen. By editing these xml files as mentioned in the 

comments in the relevant file, it is possible to customize these exercises or add new 

ones. 

 

5. Outcomes 

We have exhibited both tools to the public at the main recent IT exhibitions in Sri Lanka 

namely, e-Asia 2009, INFOTEL 2010 and IFO++ at UCSC. The community response, 

especially of school children and of adults who interact with Sinhala and Tamil cultures, was 

extremely positive. Online accessibility to both tools has been provided through www.e-

learning.lk/vle, the virtual learning environment at the UCSC. The framework has won a 

special merit certificate at e-Swabhimani 2010 award ceremony under the category of e-

Learning and Education, and has also been selected among the finalist at the Manthan Award 

2010 under category of e-Culture & Heritage. 
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6. Future Work 

Currently, Shikshaka can be accessed through www.e-learning.lk/vle, but we plan to 

disseminate it in other media such as offline learning CDs. Awareness programs need to be 

conducted at exhibitions and other relevant forums in order to disseminate its benefit among 

the widest possible audience. There is also interest in the Asian community for this 

framework to be used for other languages in the region. 


