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Since the invention of the 

Internet in 1969, and the global 

deployment of the world wide 

web on top of the Internet around 

1995, no other technology has 

had such a profound impact on 

global change.  In only one 

generation, the world has 

distinguished what Rupert 

Murdoch called "digital natives" 

versus "digital 

immigrants." (2005)   The former 

take modern Internet 

connectivity for granted, as an 

integral part of modern society.   

Anyone under 25 or 30 years of 

age is likely a digital native; our 

youth have grown up with cell 

phones, computers, laptops, 

notebooks, digital games. . . and 

the change is just beginning.  

While the digital immigrants are 

just becoming comfortable with 

distance between, and separation 

of, peoples being measured by 

time and bandwidth of modern 

digital communications (instead 

of miles, kilometers or 

timezones), more profound 

changes are emerging because of 

how culture and language are 

transcended by immediate 

connection of events and real-

time interaction and even 

translation of languages.  

Few homes are without internet 

these days, but are heritage 

language teachers taking 

advantage of what the internet 

can offer?  In addition to 

providing up to date information 

about language and culture 

teaching methods and strategies 

and limitless other news and 

entertainment topics in many 

languages, the internet is an 

important tool for language use 

for the heritage language (HL) 

learner and speaker.  In fact, as a 

flexible tool that can be accessed 

at any hour of any day, the 

internet’s appeal increases with a 

learner’s age.  Whether a digital 

native or digital immigrant, HL 

instructors cannot avoid using the 

internet; further, by integrating 

HL internet use into their 

instruction they can become 

models of technology use in the 

HL and open innumerable doors 

to their students.  Because some 

HL schools may have limited 

access to computers during 

classtime, this paper will focus 

on using the computer as a part 

of homework assignments.   As 

such, it is designed to increase 

the HL learner’s exposure to the 

HL, to teach learners about what 

the internet can offer them in 

their HL, to expose students to 

appropriate authentic materials, 

and to add novelty to and 

increase curiousity about the rest 

of the world that speaks the HL.   

To begin integrating the internet 

into HL homework assignmens 

requires four steps : gaining 

parental support, searching for 

appropriate websites, designing 

appropriate tasks, and creating 

classtime to report on the 

assigned tasks 

within the 

classroom.

Gaining parental support

Because the internet is so 

accessible and offers information 

on such a wide array of topics, 

not always suitable for children 

or adolescents, families carefully 

monitor what their children are 

viewing.  Thus it is necessary for 

the HL instructor and 

administration to work closely 

with parents about homework 

that involves internet use.  It may 

be useful to write parents a note 

to introduce the series of internet 

homework projects.  See 

Appendix A.  

Distributing homework 

assignments through email may 

also be an effective strategy for 

several reasons.  By sending a 

message to both the HL student 

and his/her parents everyone has 

equal access to the same 

information.  Parents will know 

which sites their children are 

supposed to be visiting.  Second, 

everyone will be free to share 

interesting sites in the HL with 

one another.   you can educate all 

members of the family about 

websites in the HL.  Parents and 

students may be able to introduce 

you, and other families to 

additional useful websites.  And, 

of course, using email is eco-

friendly and saves the use of 
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paper!  

Be sure to check with parents for 

permission and support in 1) 

giving internet homework 

assignments and, 2) in 

exchanging information through 

email. 

 

Searching for appropriate 

websites

While there is no shortage of 

websites in most languages of the 

world, not all sites are 

appropriate to every audience.  In 

order to find sites that will 

interest your students you may 

have to spend 3- 5 hours 

searching (or more).  At first this 

may feel tedious but when you 

experience the surprises you find 

and see the excitement of your 

students when you direct them to 

these sites, you will no doubt feel 

that the time was well spent.  

Think of the time you are 

searching as a good investment: 

you are improving your 

searching skills in the HL; you 

are finding sites you do NOT 

want students to visit and making 

a list of them; you are saving 

good sites for future use; and 

your creativity is being sparked 

by exposure to many new sites 

that you never knew existed.  

Use the following criteria to help 

you select sites for your 

students :

1. Is the language level of 

the site appropriate for 

your students ?

2. Is the content appropriate 

for your students’ age and 

interests?

3. Is the site easy to 

navigate or explore?  Are 

there too many links?

4. Does the content fit with 

and complement themes 

you are covering in your 

HL classes?

5. How much time would it 

take for students to do an 

activity on the site?

Finding Useful Sites

The following ten types of 

websites may help both digital 

natives and digital immigrants 

get started looking for 

appropriate HL websites.  

Remember: be cautious about 

sending your students to a site 

that you have not visited yourself 

AND avoid giving an assignment 

such as find an internet site about  

(topic) and read it.  Sites that are 

above the language ability of 

your students may be 

disappointing or frustrating for 

them. Note : if you type in 

English words in the GOOGLE 

search box most of the sites you 

find will be in English – for 

English speakers to learn your 

HL.  If you type in words in your 

own language the sites will be in 

the HL.  Also, you may switch to 

GOOGLE searches in any 

language by adding the suffix of 

a country to the search.  For 

example, instead of http://

www.google.com/ , I can access 

Japanese websites through http://

www.google.co.jp/ or Pilipinas 

websites through http://

www.google.com.ph/ or 

Ukrainian websites through 

http://www.google.com.ua/ .

1. Songs: The internet is 

a rich source of music 

and lyrics. If you go 

to youtube you can 

look for songs that fit 

the themes you are 

studying in class.

2. Pronunciation: A 

variety of 

pronunciation sites 

also exist.  They 

typically offer 

students a visual 

depiction of a word, 

its spelling and 

pronunciation.  To see 

what I mean check 

out this site in French.  

Then you will know 

what you are looking 

for in your own 

language : http://

www.youtube.com/

watch?

v=DJ80vZpo8XY

3. Games : Many 

language games sites 

can be found by 

searching google 

using the following 

key words : (your 

language) language 

games level (beginner, 
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intermediate, advanced)

e.g. My search for Spanish language games beginners yielded the 

following sites:
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It took me about 30 minutes to 

review the sites ; finally I liked 

this one best, and would be 

prepared to pay a nominal fee to 

access its contents:

http://oye.languageskills.co.uk:

80/index.html  

4. Videoclips:  

Storytelling is an 

engaging way of 

learning and using a 

language.  Some 

languages offer video-

stories that students 

(and their families) 

might enjoy.  E.g. 

http://

www.learner.org/

resources/

series75.html?

pop=yes&pid=395 

5. News: You may also 

explore news stations 

or newspapers.  As a 

starting point, try the 

British Broadcasting 

Channel (BBC) as 

they offer daily news 

and analysis in forty 

languages.  See the 

site that pops up 

below.  
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Of course, if you know the name 

of newspapers from other 

countries you may check them 

out, too.  Here is what I found 

when I entered « newspapers 

India ».  Note the languages that 

can access international, national 

and local évents.
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6. Advertisements:  Do 

some comparative 

shopping by finding 

the prices of common 

items through on line 

flyers.  For example, 

IKEA provides 

catalogues on line at 

their site in each 

country.  Here are a 

few to examine:

a. http://

www.ikea.com

/it/

b. http://

www.ikea.com

/ms/en_CA/

FSI/

index.html

c. http://

www.ikea.com

/de/de/

d. http://

www.ethosksa

.com/

ikea.com.sa/

index.php?

lang=ar

e. http://

www.ikea.com

/ru/

7. Youtube: If you find 

some youtube 

videoclips you will be 

a real hit with your 

students.  Music, 

dance, cooking 

shows, fashion shows, 

TV newscasts – 

everything is 

accessible.  Some 

even feature students 

who are Learning 

your HL and may 

inspire your own 

students to create 

something for 

youtube.  For 

example, check this 

one out : http://

www.youtube.com/

watch?

v=9SNdugDM47Q

8. Background 

knowledge: It is 

always beneficial to 

learn more about a 

HL, its cultural roots 

and its speakers 

around the world.  

The following 

websites offer 

interesting 

information in 

English and may also 

be useful to parents in 

an inter-ethnic 

marriage.  

a. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/

german/

b. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/italian/

c. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/other/

quickfix/

swedish.shtml

d. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/

chinese/quickfix/

e. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/other/

portuguese/

quickfix/

f. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/other/

quickfix/

russian.shtml

g. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/other/

quickfix/

ukrainian.shtml

h. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/

spanish/quickfix/ 

i. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

polish/

j. http://

www.bbc.co.uk/

languages/

european_languag

es/languages/

polish.shtml

9. Translation : 

Translation sites are 

multiplying in and 

between many 

languages.  Students 

may enjoy inputting 

words and phrases 

and finding out their 

equivalents in the HL.  

These sites may also 

be useful to HL 
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instructors to help 

expand their own 

vocabulary!  An 

online dictionary is 

also useful when 

reading some 

websites.

10. Surprises:  Perhaps 

the most rewarding 

aspect of searching 

the internet is the 

surprises you find.  

When you are looking 

for one thing, 

something else may 

show up and although 

it may not be what 

you were looking for, 

it may be a real 

treasure for future 

use.  For example, 

when I was looking 

for German songs, I 

found this site : http://

german.about.com/

popular.htm  The  

hour that it took to 

click on each link 

went by like a few 

minutes!

11.
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Making appropriate tasks

Now that you have found some 

sites that you find interesting, it 

is time to plan the tasks you will 

offer students.  It may be a good 

idea to start with short tasks to 

offer encouragement and intrigue 

and then expand into more time-

consuming and open ended tasks.  

Ten sample assignments follow :

1. Ask students to go to a 

site and listen –watch it 

for 2-5 minutes.  (e.g. a 

short song or youtube 

clip)

2. You could provide 

students with a list of 

words in your HL and ask 

them to find their English 

translations.  

3. Students may also 

enjoying translating 

words and phrases from 

English into the HL.  

They could even report 

back on the words they 

explored.

4. Use introductory guiding 

questions to help students 

explore some of the keys 

links on a website and 

learn how to navigate it in 

the HL.  E.g. – - Near the 

bottom right hand side of 

the article, you should see 

a speaker icon with the 

title “Ecoutez avec 

ReadSpeaker” beside it. 

Click on the icon:  Do 

you hear the article being 

read aloud?

OR, beside the title of the 

article, you should see an 

envelope icon with the 

title “Envoyez par mail”. 

Click on that icon and 

email the article to 

yourself: Did you receive 

the article in your inbox?

5.   Go to a specified 

website. Are there any 

photos? If so, what do they 
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show? (e.g. http://

www.metrofrance.com or 

http://

www.publimetro.com.mx/ 

or http://

www.metronews.it/ or 

http://www.metro.se/ or 

http://www.publimetro.cl/ 

or http://

www.metronieuws.nl/. 

6. After students have had a 

chance to explore a 

website and know where 

to find information, 

homework assignments 

could consist of written 

summaries or reviews of 

articles. 

7. Students may be asked  

read anything on a given 

site for 10 minutes.  After 

this type of free reading 

they might be asked to 

report on what they 

chose.  E.g. . I liked 

______ because………… 

8. Students could be asked 

to read information on a 

website for a class 

discussion on current 

events. 

9. Go to a newspaper site 

and ask students to report 

on sports scores, team 

names or sport interests.  

Remember that the news 

changes daily so they will 

have to report the date of 

their search.  And the HL 

instructor may have to 

check for news daily to 

confirm the accuracy of 

the homework.

10. Send students to a 

website link to listen to a 

song in the HL (perhaps 

on youtube).  At the same 

time you can send the 

lyrics to the song with 

some words missing, a 

type of close activity.  

The students’ task is to 

listen to the song and fill 

in the blanks.   It is just as 

important that they do the 

task (which may take 

listening to the song 

several times and thereby 

developing a liking for 

the song) as it is to fill in 

the blanks with the 

correct spelling.  Some 

students may even wish 

to replicate this activity 

on their own or transcribe 

the lyrics of one of their 

favorite songs in the HL 

and send it to peers to 

listen to and/or complete.

Following up on the assigned 

tasks within the classroom

Students should always have an 

opportunity to report on 

homework assigned, or else they 

may not do it in the future.  The 

best time to do so is at the 

beginning of the class.  Provide a 

structure and time limit for 

reporting.

Final words

HL programs can offer students 

both growth in their HL as well 

as increased intercultural 

compétence and human 

understanding.

One final reason

More and more people are 

empowered by rapid and diverse 

perspectives on everything from 

natural disasters to political 

upheaval, as the control of media 

evaporates. HL programs can 

offer students both growth in 

their HL as well as increased 

world knowledge and 

intercultural competence and 

human understanding.  Some 

research (Pollman, 2009) argues 

that wealthy children have more 

access to intercultural capital 

through travel, language lessons 

and discussions with well 

travelled parents and suggests 

that much of the responsibility 

for developing this compétence 

lies with the teacher.  

Multilingual globally astute HL 

instructors can provide such 

intercultural cometence through 

internet homework assignments.

The internet provides a wide 

range of ‘information’ – from 

entertainment to news to recipes.  

How you use it is limited only by 

your own creativity.  Young 

people are on the internet daily; 

why not have them doing so in 
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the HL!  Since new websites are 

regularly added to the internet, 

you may even spark more 

communication between students 

and/or generations in the HL than 

you had anticipated.  

NOTE: Youtube and other 

websites are not always 

permanent, so you may find that 

some of the sites recommended 

in this article are not accessible.  

Apologies in advance.
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Appendix A

Sample Letter to parents

Dear Parents,

Since few homes are without internet these days,  we at __________school would like to include 

internet homework for your child.  Each week we shall ask your child to check out a website and answer 

questions or find some information.  In our next class each child will report on what they found.   WE 

hope that this will increase the use of the HL between classes and maybe even spark more 

communication with parents or grandparents.  

In order to make this assignment as eco-friendly as possible we propose sending the task to a child’s 

email address and copying you.  In this way you will know precisely what your child should be 

reviewing and can even check out the site on your own in advance.

We appreciate your cooperation  in this innovative project and would happily answer any questions that 

you might have.  Please send your permission by signing this form or by sending me an email to: (email 

address).

Sincerely,

Instructor

Name of School

Internet Homework assignments for Heritage Language Speakers and Learners 
Dr. Olenka Bilash

TEACHING TOOLS


