Name of product: eStroke V1.37
Name of reviewer: Yan Liu   Affiliation: Carnegie Mellon University
	Product Type:
	Drill & practice, tutorial

	Language(s):
	Chinese
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Level
	Beginning
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Activities
	Chinese character learning, vocabulary learning, dictionary

	Media Format:
	WWW, CD

	Operating System(s):
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Windows
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Macintosh
	
Windows 2000, XP & Vista
Mac OS X (Intel) 10.4, 10.5, 10.6

	Hardware Requirements:
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PC
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Mac
	No requirement by vendor. It runs well on the mainstream configuration of PC and MAC.
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RAM
	 No requirement by vendor. Takes 10~20MB when running. 
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Hard Disk Space
	 170MB 
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CD-ROM
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DVD
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Sound
	 Sound card 
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Video
	16bit color at least, 800x600 resolution at least

	Supplementary Software
	Flash player

	Printed Documentation
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Online
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Printed 
	User manual in PDF format which can be downloaded online

	Price
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Single user
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Multiple copies
[image: image17.png]


Site license
[image: image18.png]


Distribution
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Rights 
	For PC and Mac

  Single user: USD 39.00

  Site License (30 users): USD 1170.00

  Distribution by user is not allowed.
For IPHONE

  Single user: USD 4.99


1. General Description
Background information

eStroke was first developed by a company named EON Media Limited in HongKong.  V1.37 is its latest version. These are the only information available online.
Main features of eStroke V1.37

eStroke V1.37 has the following main features. 

1. It animates every Chinese character written in either Traditional or Simplified Chinese. 
2. It shows Radical, Pinyin, Zhuyin, Jyutping and English meanings and stroke count. 
3. It shows associated frequently used phrases.

4. It has Chinese/English Dictionary (CEDICT & CCDICT), Chinese/German Dictionary (HANDEDICT), Chinese/French Dictionary (CFDICT), and Japanese/English Dictionary (EDICT). 
5. It shows accepted Stroke Order in Hong Kong, China and Taiwan and Kanji Stroke Order as well and it also pronounces the name of each stroke.
6. It can highlight individual strokes and shows stroke direction in sequence and worksheet.

7. It can produce stroke sequences onto files and/or onto the Clipboard. 
8. It produces animated GIF files or flash videos of animated Chinese characters, which can be loaded from and save to files.
9. It has Traditional/Simplified translation of each character and also the Chinese to Pinyin/Zhuyin Translation. 

2. EVALUATION

2.1 Technological Features

Installation

The installation of eStroke is very easy for both PC and Mac. Free download of the evaluation version is available on the homepage of EON MEDIA LIMITED (http://www.eon.com.hk/estroke/). Users just need to download the distributions according to their operating system (OS). For Microsoft Windows users, the version of their operating systems should not be late than Windows 2000. There is no officially rest report for eStroke running on Windows 7. So it is not suggested to run it on the latest version of Windows OS. For MAC users, it is recommended officially either using Mac OS X 10.4(tiger) or Mac OS X 10.5 (leopard). eStroke has been tested that it can work on Mac OS X 10.6 (snow leopard) as well. The installation for Windows system users is just to click “next” after they download the software while the installation for Mac OS is much easier, just drag it to Application directory after the installation file is download. 

Speed of program operation

eStroke is a handy software even though it is versatile for Chinese character learners and instructors. There is no noticeable delay for any operation ranging from program starting, stroke animation, pronounce phrase through text to speech. It is even very quick in exporting stroke order into GIF animation and Flash Video. 

Reliability of operation

eStroke is very reliable for most of operations except for cooperating with some input methods. It has been tested on a couple of PCs and a Mac that the animation of stroke orders is quite smooth.  No failure or stall has been found in animating stroke sequences and pronouncing its context phrases. However, crash occurred when the user inputted Chinese in eStroke on a Mac computer with the default input method of Mac (OS version: Mac OS X 10.6 snow leopard).

 Platform compatibility

eStroke excels most other Chinese learning software at platform compatibility. It can run in most versions of Windows system (Windows 2000, XP, Vista) and Mac OS X (10.4, 10.5 and 10.6). However, it is more stable in on Windows computers and it has more functions in Windows versions compared to Mac versions. iphone is a unique platform for eStroke. iphone supports handwriting input so that it is very convenient for users to simply write any characters using their fingers whenever they have an iphone at hand. (A demo video of how to use eStroke with an iphone can be found on the website of Youtube.)
Screen management and user interface

The layout of the graphic user interface (GUI) of eStroke is well designed. There is only one displaying window that is neatly divided into 4 functional areas: stroke order display region, phonetic region, context phrase region and dictionary region (See Figure 1). User can adjust the row number and column number in the stroke order display region. The speed of the animation of stroke orders can also be controlled by the slide bar, which is underneath the stroke order display region. By a single click, eStroke will pronounce the context phrase by calling the text-to-speech component of operating system. The main menu is designed as a context menu. It only shows when right click the mouse in the stroke order display region (See Figure 2). There is no online help currently for eStroke. Users have to consult the PDF user manual by themselves. Generally speaking, screen management and user interface design are consistent to the function design. It only takes a few minutes to know how to use the functions of this software. 
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Figure 1 Screen layout of eStroke

[image: image21.png]eStroke (o [ B e

Paste EEE
Copy 2)
File 1
Always on Top >
Mode >
Repeat
Change Color
Highlight Radical i
Outiine > »
Radical Standard v b Gpaca
Bias >
Select Plan >
%  hio | Sequence o -
Create Worksheet =
¥ hdo Grade »
Mgood; nic  Phonetics » fell |
STz Iy S| |l SEER * Biish, CEDIC
v Export to Animated Gif
Flash Video >
V' 3D Animation
3D Options >
Pronounce Stroke
About
Install License
Preferences
Language >





Figure 2 the context menu of eStroke

Exploitation of computer potential

As a small software, eStroke does not fully exploit the potentials of a computer. It only uses animation, video and speech synthesis. However, it has the following two potentials of development. First, it will be really good if eStroke can enable users to practice simultaneously with the animated display of the sequences of the stroke orders.  Second, it can add a function of using the character in sentences or a short passage, by which users can learn how to use this character in a meaningful way.  
2.2 Activities

As we all know, Chinese characters are not alphabetic, but logographic in nature. They represent words or morphemes, and not phonemes. In Chinese script, strokes are the basic spelling symbol, and characters are the basic analytical unit (Packard, 2000). Structurally, strokes form components, and components form characters. Based on their internal complexity, characters are classified as simple characters (about 18% of the total number of Chinese characters), which consists of a single un-analyzable component, and compound characters (about 82% of the total), which are comprised of two analyzable components with distinct functions: a semantic radical and phonetic element (Shu and Anderson 1999). 

Radical refers to the semantic component of characters. A great majority of Chinese characters have radicals and students of Chinese need to learn them if they want to learn how to read and write Chinese with any degree of proficiency. It is suggested that elementary learners of Chinese should learn the most commonly used radicals, since these radicals may help them memorize the meaning of characters, use dictionaries, and learn Chinese tradition and ideology. Additionally, a radical can provide clues to the meaning of the whole character since it is the semantic component of a character (Xing 2006). 

The traditional Chinese writing system contains 214 radicals and 1, 100 phonetics.  In principle, the phonetic element conveys the sound of the corresponding character, while the radical contains meaning bearing a semantic relationship with the corresponding character. These recurring components form or assemble the thousands of Chinese characters in multi-dimensional configurations, such as left to right, top to bottom, outside to inside, etc. In such configurations, the radicals and phonetics are in fixed position. Violation of their positioning causes erroneous variations or non-characters. Therefore, character learning is very important in learning Chinese. 

eStroke is mainly designed to demonstrate the animated stroke orders of Chinese characters. Its intended users are individuals instead of a group of users. The user can either input a Chinese character by typing (therefore, he is required to know at least one Chinese input method in computer) or selecting Chinese character from a predefined list (Vocabularies from Grade 1 to Grade 6 for primary student in Hong Kong) (See Figure 3). After inputting the Chinese character, the user will be shown the animation of the character’s stroke order. Besides, the user can also learn the pronunciation of the character either through Pinyin or the speech synthesis. In addition, the character will be shown in context phrase, or compound phrase for learners to learn the meaning and how to use the character. Last but not least, eStroke has dictionaries, which enables learners to look up the meaning of the character in English, French, German and Japanese. 

Stroke order is a very important component in Chinese writing system. Firstly, it can help us write beautiful characters; secondly but most importantly, it provides an order into which the character should be constructed. 

eStroke has all the tools necessary for learning Chinese character writing. In addition to showing the stroke order of every Chinese Character, eStroke also creates extremely high quality Stroke Sequence that can be pasted into different kinds of documents, such as Microsoft Word documents or PowerPoint slides, and even can be published on internet. 

Reading in Chinese is more than just understanding the meaning of each isolated character. eStroke puts each character in a Chinese text passage. This will greatly help learners learn how to use or understand the single character in a meaningful context. 

Entering Pinyin (phonetic system used in mainland China) or Zhuyin (phonetic system used in Taiwan) can present a great challenge if we haven’t necessary language inputting tools. However, eStroke makes it easy for its users by simply entering any text passage in Pinyin or Zhuyin. As we know, many people just know either Traditional Chinese or Simplified Chinese. When users input a character either in Pinyin or Zhuyin, they will be given the corresponding Simplified or Traditional variant if there is one. Additionally, eStroke can also translate between Traditional and Simplified Chinese. 

As the semantic part of Chinese character, radical is the most basic clue to understand Chinese character and also it is a reference that we can use to look up the character in a dictionary. eStrokes will show use the radicals of Chinese character and even the number of strokes. 

eStrokes is not only designed for learners of Chinese but also for instructors. The language of GUI (graphic user interface) can be set as simplified Chinese, traditional Chinese or English according to the user’s preference.  It can export animation of Chinese characters into GIF and Flash videos that can be used as teaching materials. If the font of eStroke is installed, radicals also can be copied to Microsoft Word document and PowerPoint slides. 
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Figure 3 Input Chinese character by selecting predefined lists

Obviously, there is an absence of practice activity for learners. Learners cannot simultaneously practice how to write the character when it is being demonstrated. Another drawback is that there is  no activity for using the character in sentences or even larger context. The reason may be that eStroke is mainly designed for character learning. Thus, there is less concern on linguistic/sociolinguistic focuses or language skills. 

2.3 Teacher Fit

A unique function of eStroke is that it can save the animation of strokes as a .gif file. When eStroke is activated, right click and select “Export to animated Gif”, then choose a character. After the animation is finished, the .gif file is also saved. One can also include this .gif file in a web page. If users select the “create sequence” function, the writing of the character stroke by stroke will be saved as a picture with the stroke order. Both of these exported formats can be used in teaching materials, such as course notes and slides. 

In addition, eStroke enables instructors to demonstrate the stroke order and the sequence of a Chinese character efficiently in class. Besides, instructors also can publish animations or flash videos onto internet for student’s access after class. Animations and flash videos can also be sent through emails.  To summarize, eStroke is a convenient and useful aid for character teaching.  
2.4 Learner Fit

Chinese characters and tones are the two most challenging tasks in the acquisition of Chinese language proficiency. Characters must be written stroke by stroke according to a particular sequence. The traditional way for textbook writers to present the stroke order was to make a chart by hand showing the stroke order: 
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Unfortunately, it was very time consuming to create this type of chart for hundreds and hundreds of characters. However, eStroke has made it possible to produce such a stroke sequence picture automatically. 

What’s more amazing is that eStroke can not only create the animation of characters but also show the process of writing a character stroke by stroke. Native English speakers cannot apply their ability to read in alphabetic systems to their study of Chinese characters in the same way as they would when learning Spanish, French or German. Because these languages employ alphabetic writing systems, many of the principles students already know for reading alphabets in English can apply in learning to read in these second languages. So when students are coming to Chinese from alphabetic backgrounds in their L1 reading experience, what strategies do they perform in learning a script that is not alphabetic in nature, such as Chinese? Research indicates that beginning adult learners use a number of strategies to memorize characters, including rote memorization, creating idiosyncratic stories about how characters look or are pronounced, and using the character’s semantic and phonetic elements for memorization purposes, though initially it seems that the latter strategy is not beneficial in the long run (McGinnis 1999). Consequently, eStroke can effectively help learners to write and memorize the character through the vivid visual display of the character writing.

Moreover, eStroke also provides the character’s pronunciation with Pinyin, and the meaning in English, German and Japanese. The study (Everson 1998) showed that adult learners finishing one year of Chinese also seem to prefer a strategy of learning the meaning and pronunciation of Chinese characters together, indicating that the retrieval of meaning for these learners is not exclusively a visual process. Thus, it’s very good that learners can connect meaning and pronunciation and even equivalent meaning in other languages by using eStroke.

Last but not least, eStroke provides possible compound words or phrases containing this character. When tested among beginning learners with more intensive and longer learning experiences, Ke (1998) documented that learners preferred a strategy of writing characters as two-character compounds rather than as single characters. Likewise, he discovered a relationship between learners’ valuing and understanding of Chinese character components and their ability to recognize and produce characters. Therefore, eStroke is effective in helping learners to learn the charactering writing in this regard.

However, there is a lack of practice space for learners to practice their character writing simultaneously when they watch the animated display of the character writing. In addition, it may need a space where learners can practice using the character in larger contexts, such as in sentences, dialogues, or communicative activities. 

3. SUMMARY

In summary, eStroke provides learners of Chinese, especially for beginners, with a very useful tool to learn how to write Chinese characters. 

Scaled rating (1 low-5 high)

Implementation Possibilities: 5

Pedagogical Features (relative to evaluation parameters): 4

Sociolinguistic Accuracy (typos, grammatical errors, stereotypes): Not Applicable
Use of Computer Capabilities (multimedia bells & whistles): 4

Ease of Use (student/teacher): 5 for learners，5 for teachers

Overall Evaluation: 4
Value for Money: 5

4. PRODUCER DETAILS

Developer/distributor

Name： EON MEDIA LIMITED

Address: Unit C, 13th Floor, Skyview Cliff

                49 Conduit Road, Mid Levels

                Hong Kong

Phone: +852 9839 0125 (mobile)

Fax:  N/A

Email: info@eon.com.hk

WWW: http://www.eon.com.hk/
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