Wordchamp: Death of a Database?
http://linguae.weebly.com/wordchamp-death.html 
Globalinguist's Wordchamp site, brainchild of the company's Chief Technical Officer, Daniel Blumenthal, has been an important feature of on-line language learning for almost nine years and, according to the site itself, has users in 217 countries, including 48,000 language teachers.  However, at the beginning of this year, after technical problems with some of the site's features (in particular the upload of audio files), the company (which in practice usually meant Daniel himself) ceased responding to emails sent via their `Contact Us' page. In August, the following announcement was placed on the opening page of all registered users' accounts: 

WordChamp is currently looking for a strategic business partner. We would like to find a way to keep this great website going but if we are unable to find a strategic partner by December 31, 2011, WordChamp will cease operations at that time. We are extremely grateful to all of the teachers and students that have been loyal users and hope the experience with WordChamp has been beneficial. Thank you, and good luck with your language studies!

At the same time Daniel Blumenthal posted a personal message on Twitter which suggested he had himself no expectation that a `strategic partner' would materialise:

 `Just uploaded a patch to #wordchamp to let people know we're shutting down after almost 9 years. Sad, but finally time to move on. #closure’

As both I and people I know are all failing to get any reply by email, telephone or ordinary mail, I am setting the situation out and hoping that anyone with further information will get in touch with me here.  Even if you do not know any more than I do, I would be grateful if you could bring this page to the attention of others so that it may eventually be noticed in the right place! It would also be helpful if people who are concerned about this issue tried to email the Chief Executive Officer, Fred Egan here. I have been told by an anonymous commentator on a Latin teacher's blog that he did actually once send a reply, though I do not know what the content of that message was.

Wordchamp's key features

The site has provided an array of features, including provision for contact between users for on-line tuition or co-operative learner and for teachers to set up virtual classes, assign homework and monitor students' performance. Most important from my own point of view, however, are the Flashcards facility and the Web Reader:

Flashcards: Even without registration on the site is possible to search for and make use of flashcard sets already in the database. Registered users are able to create new sets, both by making entirely new cards and/or importing cards from existing sets. Although there are a number of other flashcard sites on the web (e.g. Ediscio). Wordchamp has the advantages of allowing you to see all the cards simultaneously when editing and (until this feature ceased functioning at the end of 2010) a very easy method of adding audio by recording directly onto the company's own server.  The system also allows the cards to be used for practice in several modes, including ones in which failure to type in a correct answer causes the card to be re-presented to the learner within the same practice session.
Web Reader: Probably the most innovative feature of the site, this enables a reader (even if unregistered) to read an on-line text whilst also viewing  glosses stored in the site`s database, which pop up whenever  the cursor is placed over an individual word. The databases, which now exists for a very large number of languages, include a certain amount of vocabulary entered by the site's own administrators for major languages, but are mostly user-generated. This has the disadvantage, particularly apparent with the English glosses, that inexperienced learners may enter inaccurate information, or teachers enter information only relevant to one specific instance of a word's use and misleading in other contexts. It is, however, generally reliable for other languages, including Chinese, French and Latin. The reader has the choice of accessing another website via the Wordchamp one or of copying and pasting a block of text into the Reader page.

I have myself been using this Web Reader regularly since 2007 to upload glosses for the vocabulary used in Finnish Radio's Latin news bulletins, on lines which I explain here.  There are a number of other on-line facilities  available to provide vocabulary assistance (e.g. nodictionaries.com) but my own method on Wordchamp is, as far as I know, the only one which provides translations for specific inflected forms rather than  just giving the headword from a dictionary entry with or without a grammatical description of the word  actually on the page (e.g. amabat is glossed as `he/she/it was loving.used to love' rather than `amo  love').  In effect, I provide an inter-linear translation, with the reader only seeing this as and when he/she needs it for a particular word.  There are the added advantages that I cover neo-Latin words that would not be found in ordinary dictionaries and also give extensive cultural background notes where appropriate.

As well as contributing to the database in this way, I have also found the Reader particularly useful when trying to translate documents from Chinese or other languages of which I have only a limited knowledge. It is much safer to use glosses on individual words for this kind of job than to paste whole chunks of text into a programme like Google Translate, which can produce very inaccurate results when dealing with a language very different from English in its syntactic structure.
The company's (and the users') problems

When I was first in touch with Daniel in 2007, and he was providing prompt and helpful responses to my queries, the company was apparently already having some difficulties with its business model as he told me that they were seeking `angel finance' for the further development of the site.  They have throughout provided a completely free service for teachers and for students up to year 12, relying on income from adult learners' fees and, later on, from advertising, but this clearly has not been sufficient. There are also  some indications on the internet that Daniel himself may have been ill at times over the past year  and these factors seem to have combined to produce the closure decision, though, as Globalinguist have become so uncommunicative, it is impossible to be sure on any of this.  It is also very difficult to understand the company's silence, both because of the contrast with their earlier attitude and because if they have been seeking investment, it would surely be in their own interest to present as good an image as possible to prospective investors who might want to test out their site!

Rather surprisingly, the company have not tried asking existing users to pay a small fee, which is the method employed by many other language-learning sites (see the list of some similar sites here). While we have all appreciated an excellent free service for the last few years, many users would probably be willing to start paying now if the alternative is a complete shut-down.

Those who have uploaded extensive material to the site now face the loss of their data, unless new arrangements can be negotiated. `Migration' of the flash cards to another site as complete sets (rather than having to copy and paste each individual card into the new system)  might be possible using the HTM print-out files that can be generated from the sets at the moment and Ediscio are currently exploring this possibility.  However, even if they or another company is willing to provide the technical facility for this,  audio and picture attached to the files could not be transferred in the same way.

With the Web Reader, the situation is even worse as I know of no similar facility elsewhere on the web and, in any case, transferring the existing glosses, unless it could be done en masse with the company's full co-operation, would take a prohibitively long period of time.  In my own case, the Latin text I have been working on is around 70,000 words and, although that total included many repetitions of high-frequency items, it would be a mammoth task for an individual use to transfer the definitions that they and others have supplied over the years.  To cap it all,   I do not even know whether, after 31 December 2011, the database  will still be stored somewhere off-line  or whether the plug will simply be pulled and many thousand  man-hours' work  destroyed
QUESTIONS

1. What is `Wordchamp’ and how is it different from similar sites?
2. What problem’s will Wordchamp’s closure cause for the writer?
3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using websites rather than more traditional means of leaning and teaching?

VOCABULARY
Match the words below with their meanings.
1. brainchild 



on time, not late
2. feature 




between lines
3. respond 



very large
4. cease 




without a name, with an unknown name
5. materialise:



at present
6. set out




making something available
7. anonymous 



evidence
8. commentator



with a change in form to show grammatical function
9. provision 



new or recent Latin
10. co-operative



with a possibility of existing in the future
11. facility




money invested in or given to a company in trouble
12. simultaneously


see the value of, be grateful for
13. innovative



invention or new idea

14. inflected 



quality or characteristic
15. inter-linear



stop
16. neo-Latin



someone who describes something and gives an opinion about it
17. syntactic



at the same time
18. prompt




come into being, appear
19. angel finance



answer, do something because of what someone else has done
20. indication



involving something new
21. prospective



working with others
22. appreciate



something that makes it possible for you to perform a 








particular task
23. currently



describe and explain
24. mammoth 



concerning the way in which words are combined together
