HOT POTATOES — HOW NOT TO GET BURNT
BLANKA BABICKA, JOSEF NEVARIL

This article discusses the advantages and disadgast of Hot Potatoes,
the software for creating interactive exercisestba web. Based on the
authors’ experience, some ideas and tips for usliregsoftware effectively,
especially with advanced learners, are presented.
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INTRODUCTION
Hot Potatoes is software for creating interactixereises on the web. It is
possible to download it “free of charge for thoserking for publicly-
funded non-profit-making educational institutionsho make their pages
available on the web” (Hot Potatoes Home Pagenepli

The aim of this article is not to give detailedtinstions on how to use the
software from the very start. Rather than thatweeld like to share some
of our experience with it and to give the readgrs for using it effectively.
We have been working with this software to prepadlearning language
courses for more than a year and although we findéful, we have come
across a number of pitfalls that we would like tarm against. The Hot
Potatoes exercises we have created are used asermeppary study
material for the language practice course with-fiatle students (and are
ready to be used with distance students as wetheaEnglish Department,
Faculty of Education, Palacky University. Sincesenexercises are meant
for university students at the advanced level, @leHot Potatoes software
has some limitations as it seems to have been tbrespecially to create
rather simple activities. In the following paragnapwe will deal with the
applications we have most experience with one bg, afiscuss their
advantages and drawbacks and finally, offer somerge pieces of advice.

JCLOZE
JCloze is probably the application we have workexstnoften with as it is
suitable for making different kinds of gap-fillirexercises. Since the size of
the gap can range from a part of a word to a seatéeven to a paragraph,
should you need it), there are countless possdslib choose from. It is not
necessary to prepare a whole text for this exer@seit would be in the



proper cloze) but individual sentences might bedwsewell. The advantage
of this application, in comparison to JQuiz (selw is that students can
see the whole exercise at once and are not disttdmt any extra buttons
placed after each single sentence. The “Check’obuitt situated at the
bottom of the exercise.

Exercises in JCloze can therefore be used to peawtirious grammatical
items - students might be asked to fill in the eotmprefixes or suffixes of a
word, prepositions, articles, verb forms, etc. Tk can also be to rewrite
the whole sentence in a way specified.

Language in use exercises such as a cloze, a hatdtipice cloze, word

formation or error correction might be transformiedio an interactive

JCloze exercise as well. Besides that, of coureealwlary exercises or
even reading comprehension exercises might beectaat JCloze. It is

always necessary to decide which word, sentencggrience part you want
the gap to include. If you, for example, want satdeto find and correct a
misspelt word in a sentence, it is good to write ¢brrected word at the end
of the line and make the gap out of it (compararfig 1 and 2 below;

source of the error-correction: Acklam; Burges)2(}. 50).
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Instead of leaving the task completely open-ended,possible to include
either a word list with the text or a drop-dowrt.liBoth options can be
found in the configuration (last but one icon fraine right on the toolbar)
under the button “Other”. The drop-down list igtmaularly helpful if you
use a long text and leave out a lot of words @g,dlor so-called “gapped-
text” language in use exercises. This is the tyfpexercise where students
must choose from several sentence endings/begmtingomplete the gaps
in a text. It is also possible to place the listtloé missing sentence parts
after the text, marked by letters or numbers andindude these
letters/numbers in a drop-down list. However, we uldo strongly
recommend making the drop-down list out of the whulissing sentence
parts; it is definitely much more user-friendly fstudents than when they
are forced to roll the web page up and down towgleat they should be
filling in.

What is important to bear in mind when creatingdhes, is all the possible
answers that fit the gap. It is vital to includetthamong alternative correct
answers. When creating exercises on verb forms, haue to take into
account possible contracted forms as well. If theerg correct answer is
only e.g.Tom is coming tomorrovthe programme will consider a student’s
answer Tom’s coming tomorrovincorrect, which may of course confuse
the student considerably.

JMATCH

Matching exercises can be created in two differesys - in a drop-down-

list format and drag-and-drop format. The drag-dmap format is very

handy as students can actually move the items drodihat might be a

drawback is that you have to limit the number efris to about 6-8 in an
exercise to fit them onto the computer screenhdf list of the matching

pairs is too long, it might be difficult to drag@piece from the bottom part
of the web page and place it correctly. A definibawback, from the

methodological point of view, is that it is impd3ss to let students choose
from a larger number of items to match to a smatiember, which, of

course, would be more challenging and demanding. dpplication only

allows for the same number of items on the leftvel as right side. The

good thing is, however, that you can set the comdition so that the items
are shuffled each time the page loads and thusestsidcannot do the
exercise just mechanically if they choose to deieatedly.



If you have a long list of items to be matchedadipularly useful approach
is to limit the number of items that appear onlhge (again, configuration
file — “Other”). Make the items shuffle each tinteetpage loads and link the
exercise to itself. You have to include “Next exset button in the
“Buttons” choice in the configuration file and filh the URL of the very
same exercise. In this way, students will be abl@ways view a limited set
of items and by pressing “Next” they will get tdsightly) different set of
items and can continue doing the exercise aimatiessly.

JMIX

This application enables teachers to create exerciwith “jumbled
sentences” which give students excellent oppostutat practise English
word order. However, as it is possible to put oohe sentence into one
JMix exercise, to make it challenging for advantestners requires a lot of
effort. What we did to overcome this obstacle wasate a number of
separate sentences/exercises and link them togatherhain following the
procedure explained in the preceding paragraph Ex@rcise 1 links to
Exercise 2 which links to Exercise 3, ..., urttié last exercise links to the
first one).

JQuIz
Basically, there are two options in JQuiz. You caeate either multiple-
choice exercises or short-answer exercises.

Multiple choice exercises are user-friendly andydasdo as students
instantly understand the task and all they haveotds click on the correct
answer buttons. As far as the creators are conteme recommend you
consider the distractors for each item carefullyebtsure only one correct
answer is included.

If you want to make your students come up with aswaer of their own,
you can choose the short-answer variety of JQuis &lternative makes
the exercise immediately more demanding for studdfiom the technical
point of view, however, JQuiz does not allow foe #xercise to be checked
as a whole after completing it, but the “Check”tbantneeds to be pushed
after each single question, which can easily bectinmey or irritating.
Therefore, it is wise to reserve the use of thetsdaswer JQuiz alternative
for short exercises (up to twenty items).



GENERAL ADVICE
The following tips and ideas are more of generalimaand can be applied
to any (or more than one) of the applications dised above:

* Hot Potatoes software does not check spelling aaticedly. You
have to select the part of a text you want checked choose
“Edit” and then “Spell check” on the toolbar.

* The font cannot be changed the same way as in Woisl.only
possible to change the font type of the whole tExyou need to
highlight only a part of your text, the only podsilway is to use
capital letters.

» Each application gives preset instructions. You usthoalways
adapt them to suit each specific exercise, e.geadsof“Match
the items on the right to the items on the I&fts more appropriate
to say*Match the nouns on the right to the adjectivestioa left”.

In addition to this, the preset instructions camttiie information
on the use of “Hint” and “Clue” buttons. If you dée not to use
them in the exercise, you should exclude this imftion from the
instructions.

» Buttons such as “Next Exercise”, “Back” or “Go toiients” are
preset and you have to delete the tick in the ‘st
configuration file if you have not created any Enko other
exercises, etc. Non-functioning buttons can be eagihg and
distracting.

Do not activate the “Make answer-checking caseisegsoption
in the configuration file under “Other” unless stinds are required
to use capital letters in the answers. If activated. “THIS”,
“This”, or “thiS” will be taken as incorrect answers although
“this” is the correct one.

» Do not underestimate the importance of the exeageearance; it
influences one’s concentration a great deal. Cslaur the screen
should attract the eye, not exhaust it. It mightabgood idea for
you to always try the exercise out yourself oncis itomplete to
see if it is pleasant enough for the eyes.

* In case you link one exercise to another, do naefioto keep both
the file names and URLs constant, otherwise yo Will cease
functioning.



CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the Hot Potatoes software is sueehelpful electronic
tool for those who wish to create their own intéirae exercises. This
article has attempted to spare potential Hot Pesatsers the trouble of
following possible dead-end paths on the road tzess. Based on our
experience, it can be stated that, with a few $riakd improvements,
Hot Potatoes exercises can be used with advanaetels in a feasible
way. Occasionally, it requires your mind wide optms of creativity
and heaps of patience. All in all, it is obviousittlyou have to learn
your way through all the options gradually, disaotlee possibilities
the software offers and adapt them to your and gtudents’ needs.

Bibliography:

ACKLAM, R.; BURGESS, SAdvanced Gold - coursebaoKarlow:
Longman, 2001.

Hot Potatoes Home Pagdonline] [cit. 2008-10-10] Dostupné na
WWW: <http://web.uvic.ca/hrd/hotpot/index.htm

Mgr. Blanka Babicka, Ph.D. Mgr. Josef Nevéil, Ph.D.
Katedra anglického jazyka Katedra anglického jazyka
PdF UP PdF UP

Zizkovo nam. 5 Zizkovo nam. 5

771 40 Olomouc 771 40 Olomouc
blanka.babicka@upol.cz josef.nevaril@upol.cz

Published in: New Trends in Educating Future Teachers of
English IV. Olomouc: UP, 2008, s. 5-11. ISBN: 978-80-244-
2170-4



