TE3ChiNg ENGIiSh a8 4 FOMRiAN Langlage.
Bridging the Gapin Online Distance Teacher Training;




M.A Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. | 2008

Teaching English as a Foreign Language:
Bridging the Gap in Online Distance Teacher Training

by

Angela E. Govender

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree

Masters in English

In the Department of English, University of South Africa

Supervisor: Mr. Myles Holloway

March 2008

——

‘Ihf-_Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance Teacher
Training

S AT



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. | 2008

Abstract

The evolution of computer networks and the Internet has transformed the world. Digital
communication technologies offer exciting options and new challenges for Open and
Distance Learning (ODL). This dissertation presents a Teaching English as a Foreign
Language (TEFL) training pilot* in order to investigate and critique the use of Leaming

Management Systems distance-driven teacher development programmes.

Globally, English language learning is in high demand. Conventional contact training is
unable to reach sufficient numbers of aspirant teachers to ensure quality and to promote
access. The study uses design-based research as a means of unravelling the complex
relationships between theory, best practice, and implementation in both ODL and TEFL. It
concludes by recommending foundational institutional changes as the most appropriate

means to effective distance and computer-assisted education
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Chapter 1: Bridging the Gap in Distance

Teacher Training

1.1 Best practice in Teaching English as a Foreign Language

This dissertation reports on the development, implementation and evaluation of an
online teacher-training pilot, Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) Online,
at the University of South Africa (UNISA) — an Open and Distance Learning (ODL)
institution. The pilot stems from the need to train English foreign language teachers
through distance education and ultimately to bridge the gap in teacher training at a

distance.

More and more the ability to speak and understand English is a prerequisite for
access to knowledge, skills and socio-economic opportunities. This has resulted in the
expansion of English Language Teaching (ELT) provision worldwide, which in turn
has been accompanied by the development and diversification of qualifications in
TEFL (Randall & Thornton, 2005:15; Nixon, 2003:87). Many tertiary and private
institutes offer similar courses over and above their usual teaching degrees in the
disciplines of Applied Language Studies and Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages (TESOL) (O’Donoghue, 2001)". Although UNISA is a provider of Master
of Arts degrees in Linguistics and in TESOL, since 2005, it has also offered a part-

contact, part-distance, certificate course in TEFL?.

Contact TEFL courses are particularly sought after by new entrants to the profession

who wish to work in the private EFL sector for a short period of time, typically to

! Royal School of Arts/University of Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate (RSA/UCLES) offers the
most popular TEFL course, the CELTA, and Trinity College maintains the Trinity TEFL while UNISA
offers the TEFLA.

2 The certificate in TEFL is a 240 notional hour course at NQF level 5. It incorporates the study of
English grammar with the theory and practice of English foreign language teaching. The course
comprises a distance component of about 80 hours. Attendance at practical workshops is compulsory.

2 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training
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‘travel and teach’ during a ‘gap year’ or immediately after university. For them,
intensive contact TEFL courses present several advantages. Quick turnovers and
certification usually in 4-5 weeks>, are all that is required by most language schools
internationally. First language speakers of English then become employable without

undertaking extensive study.

TEFL contact courses are ‘hands-on’ because they include the important provision
of an intensive teaching practice component (TP) for each trainee’. This means
teaching experience and individual feedback for the trainee from the trainer, which
encourages an ongoing process of practice and critical reflection. In TP, trainees are
expected to teach EFL learners, to observe their peers teaching, and to discuss the
lessons with the trainer and other trainees. Kolb (1984) defines this method of
integrating practice with critical reflection as experiential learning. Ur (2004) extends
Kolb’s theory of learning in her enriched reflection’ model. She argues that providing
relevant input® or valuable sources of information, opportunities for practice and
critical reflection are key components of teacher training (2004:6-8). In this
dissertation, I foliow Ur’s model by showing that experiential learning and ‘learning by

investigation and doing’ forms the basis of successful pedagogy in TEFL courses.

Teaching does not occur in a vacuum. Teaching language is not a predictable
science. Language learning, especially in adults, is complex and unpredictable. It relies
on several, changeable human variables such as motivation, linguistic aptitude, age,
environment, existing knowledge and first language interference. Richards and Rodgers
(1986:VIY) claim that a proliferation of language teaching approaches and methods
have emerged over the last century arising from ongoing debates concerning the

complexities of language learning. The existence of various and differing teaching and

% All intensive contact courses entail 4-5 weeks of contact training.

* The term trainee in this dissertation refers to all enrolled learners in pre-service TEFL courses.

5 Ur's model of learning, along with others, is discussed in Chapter 2 with the aim of deciding on a
suitable approach for TEFL Online.

® Input is the term teacher trainers use to describe training sessions or readings on EFL concepts. They
are not termed lectures for good reason; trainees are not lectured to, instead they are expected to examine
and to discuss the input provided while the trainers acl as facilitators.

3 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training
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learning approaches proves that no single generic method is suitable for all language
teaching contexts. Successful language teachers, despite or over and above the
approaches they use, should continually seek to create positive conditions for learning.
This implies flexibility, seeking to understand individualised learning styles, and an

ability to adapt lessons accordingly.

It follows from this that best practice in TEFL courses should promote autonomy in
teachers, particularly in the skills of self-reflection and evaluation. With these skills
built-in, teachers are able to make informed decisions about their teaching practice
based on context, lesson content and learners. Walsh (2006:137) encourages the
fostering of critical reflection and self-evaluation in training TEFL teachers since it has

‘considerable value as a process of conscious-raising and enhanced understanding.’

According to Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, skills such as critical reflection and
self-evaluation are higher-order thinking skills (Bloom, 1956). Shulman (2007:2)
asserts that ‘Critical reflection on one’s practice and understanding leads to higher-
order thinking on the form of a capacity to exercise judgement in the face of
uncertainty and to create designs in the presence of constraints and unpredictability.’
These higher-order thinking skills cannot be provided to trainees or taught in a direct
manner. Instead they are fostered by trainers and by the approach and structure of the
TEFL course. The intensive courses, although short, aim at fostering higher-order skills
in trainees. Nevertheless, while trainers play a vital role in TEFL, trainees are at the
heart of the learning process. They are not passive receivers of knowledge; rather they
are active. They make relevant and appropriate decisions about their teaching in each
TP session and justify their choices afterwards. This idea of active, involved trainees
subverts the notion of traditional teacher-fronted tuition where the teacher is the
ultimate provider of knowledge. Successful TEFL courses are learner-driven and

therefore learner-centred.

4 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training
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1.2 Best Practice in Open and Distance Learning

Parallels can be drawn between best practice in ODL and in best practice TEFL
training where learner-centredness and flexibility are integral (Hodgson et al 1987,
Evans, 1994). The White Paper on Education and Training describes the differences

between distance education and ODL by defining open learning as:

... an approach which combines the principles of leamer-centredness, lifelong
learning, flexibility of learning provision, the removal of barriers to access
learning, the recognition for credit of prior learning experience, the provision of
learner support, the construction of learning programmes in the expectation that
learners can succeed, and the maintenance of rigorous quality assurance over
the design of learning materials and support systems (Department of Education,
1995).

Traditional correspondence institutions concentrate on behaviouristic and teacher-
centred modes of learning. The institute and the learning package are foremost in the
education cycle whereas ODL places the learner at the centre (Evans & Nation, 1989;
Pityana, 2004). According to Trindade et al (2000) and Hodgson et al (1987), good
ODL practice is characterised by sufficient and effective learner support mechanisms;
reliable communications; learner-centred pedagogy; facilitated learning; opportunities
for learner interactivity; flexible and varied assessment options; and the use of

multimedia.

For distance education institutions such as UNISA, realising ODL goals necessitates

a re-thinking of current practice. As the White Paper claims:

South Africa is able to gain from world-wide experience over several decades in
the development of innovative methods of education, including the use of
guided self-study, and the appropriate use of a variety of media, which give
practical expression to open learning principles (Department of Education,

1995)

5 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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In his book, Learning and Teaching in Distance Education, Peters (1998:162) likens
UNISA to a 19™ century correspondence university. Even though UNISA attempted to
improve practices in 1995, Peters still criticises the University for its lack of learner
support, and the poor integration of technologies and multimedia. Learner ‘study
packages’ of print-based materials are the norm at UNISA. Attempts have been made at
supplementing printed study material with audio cassettes, video tapes, limited online
content, occasional Video-conferences, optional tutorial groups, and, most recently, by
providing a Learning Management System (LMS)’. But they do not form part of an
integrated delivery approach, in other words, an ODL approach. UNISA’s distance
model does not allow for learners to connect frequently and meaningfully with tutors

and fellow learners. Learners are separated from the system and at a distance.

Trindade et al (2000) illustrate the success of other ODL institutes around the world.
For example, the China Central Radio and Television University delivers course
content through satellite transmissions to classrooms. Learners also work with teachers
via wide-band terrestrial cable communications (2000:5). In Europe, most ODL
systems use an instructional design that not only produces high quality materials with
embedded audio, video, multimedia and interactive materials, but also
fostersautonomous learning. The Open University in the United Kingdom (OUUK) has
recently expanded their website to include free educational courses and materials
(h[tg:llopenlearn.open.ac.uk/)s. According to Trindade et al, many ODL systems in the
United Sates of America have integrated textbooks with live instruction through Video
conferencing. However, these creative approaches require expertise to design and to
develop and they are expensive to implement (Trindade et al 2000:14-15). For UNISA,
integrating current and creative ODL systems is a challenge. The institution relies on

government funding and needs to provide affordable education in the developing

" The LMS ai UNISA (myUnisa) was created as an electronic platform to connect learners to courses and
to tutors.

# OpenLearn: Learning Space is an online initiative at the OQUUK. The website hosts free educational
resources from several courses at the University,

6 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. 2008

contexts of South Africa, specifically, and Africa, generally (SAIDE®, 2006). In the
current economic and infrastructural circumstances, the full implementation of best

practice remains an ideal.

This should not stop UNISA from exploring non-traditional methods of delivery,
such as the use of technology to reach a wide student body and to be competitive in a
global market'®. The latest technologies, such as digital communications and
networking, (the Internet and the World Wide Web), allow for creative distance
education courses. Computers, communication, and video technologies make managing
space and time much easier by ‘bringing learning virtually any place on Earth and at

any time’ (Picciano, 2001:2-4).

Universities committed to ODL have progressively developed and introduced new
technologies to facilitate and increase access to education and training (Taylor, 2001:2).
Distance education has progressed through different generations of learning systems,
from first to fifth generation. The first and second generation distance learning systems,
based on a correspondence (printed texts) and multi-media model (printed texts with
audio and video technologies), respectively, focus on the delivery of learning materials
(Heydenrych & Louw, 2006:19). Third generation, the telelearning model, utilises
telecommunication technologies for synchronous communications, whilst the fourth
generation, the flexible learning model, focuses on the use of the Internet for the online
delivery of courses. The fifth generation — the intelligent flexible learning model —
expands on the fourth generation by exploiting and increasing the features of the
Internet for online delivery (Taylor, 2001:2). Table 1.1 demonstrates the prevailing

trends in distance learning systems with the use of technology.

* SAIDE, the South African Institute for Distance Education, describes the state of distance education in
South Africa in their reports Overview of Distance Education (2006), and Lessons in the Application of
Educational Technologies in South Africa (2000).

'® At the OUUK, for example, international advances in web communications are continually researched
because the institution has to compete internationally (Bach et al 2007:24).

7 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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Online learning emerges from third generation distance learning systems. It is an
interactive and communicative approach to learning and teaching which combines the
Internet and Computer-mediated instruction (CMI). The benefits include the ability to
provide asynchronous (learning at one’s own pace and time) and synchronous (fixed
online classroom time) learning modes, interactive multi-media technologies, platforms
for learner discussions, connections across space and time, and instant or quick
evaluation and feedback from tutors (Caldwell, 1980; Bach et al 2006). As in TEFL,
discovery, interactivity, autonomy and critical reflection are at the core of cutting-edge
ODL systems. At the same time, online learning offers creative opportunities for TEFL.
However, a prerequisite is easy access to, and use of, technology. Distance learning
systems which incorporate online connectivity are only available to the technologically

able and privileged.

1.2 A Case for an Online TEFL course

In the field of TEFL, online learning and teaching at a distance offer numerous
opportunities. For trainee teachers this equates to the flexibility to learn asynchronously
at one’s own pace, in one’s own environment. Online courses are reported to be
particularly well-suited to meeting the needs of trainees who cannot attend contact
courses due to personal responsibilities. The self-directed format and general flexibility
of online learning allows the pursuit of courses without compromising work and family
obligations. These courses tend to reach a wider audience. However, with flexibility
comes responsibility. Trainees are expected to manage their own learning. Here,
personal discipline is not enough. Positive motivation, inscribed in the course, its
delivery, and in the learning experience as a whole, is necessary to overcome any sense
of isolation which may be created by the lack of peer and/or tutor support (Bach et al
2007). Embedded support in online courses is essential to maintaining motivation. This

takes the distance out of distance education.

Even though the number of online TEFL courses has increased (Nixon, 2003), so far
they have not successfully bridged the gap between traditional learning and online

distance learning systems. Most online TEFL courses are designed according to first

9 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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and second generation distance learning praxis, merely using technologies as a faster
means of course material dissemination. However they are packaged, the written word
and the tutor’s instruction remain central. This is not aligned with 21* century best
practice with its emphasis on interactivity and communication. If we are to bridge the
gap then trainees should be at the heart of course design, that is, the online TEFL

course should be as trainee-centred as successful contact TEFL courses are.

In this dissertation, I maintain that it is essential to investigate the strengths of
current teacher training strategies and the capabilities of online technologies to deliver
these. Further, I argue that an evolved online TEFL course should, at the very least, be
based on third generation ODL best practice, while striving to meet the core intellectual
and practical values of the discipline through innovation, research and critical
reflection. The re-thinking, not re-packaging, of current pedagogy is crucial in online

learning and in TEFL.

1.4 Researching TEFL Online"

The research approach in this dissertation is informed by design-based research
methodology. Wang and Hannafin define the critical characteristics of design-based

research as:

. a systematic but flexible methodology aimed to improve educational
practices through iterative analysis, design, development, and implementation,
based on collaboration among researchers and practitioners in real-world

settings, and leading to contextually-sensitive design principles and theories

(2005:6).

The pragmatic, iterative, integrative and contextual nature of design-based research

is appropriate for this study in that it involves the design and creation of an intervention

'' TEFL Online is the name of the online TEFL pilot on this study.

10 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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as well as extending theories for a real-life problem. In this case, this translates to the
design, development and implementation of an online TEFL pilot to address the

following research questions:

1. How can we effectively develop language practitioners who are critically self-
reﬂective” through online learning and teaching?
2. What constraints emerge when implementing an online TEFL course through a

Learning Management System?

The procedural steps in design-based research involve the identification of the
problem and research questions. They include tentative design measures that address
the problem. On the basis of these measures a project, intervention or course is

developed. The research concludes with findings from evaluating the product®.

In this dissertation, the study involves a TEFL Online pilot, included on the
accompanying CD, which attempts to address the research questions. In turn,
instructional design guidelines are determined by investigating relevant theories in
teacher education and online delivery. After implementation, the pilot is evaluated so as
to draw recommendations for future online TEFL courses. Figure 1.1 illustrates the

process.

12 EFL teachers need to be reflective in that they have to think about the efficacy and appropriateness of

their planning and teaching. At the same time, they need to be reflexive in as much as they need

continually to examine the attitudes, assumptions and actions that constitute their teaching methods and

styles for particular learners and groups.

13 The Association for Information Systems website describes characteristics of design-based research.
'www.isworld.org/Researchdesign/drisISworld. htm#ovrDesRsch.

Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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Fig 1.1: A schematic summary of the design-based research process.

- :
* A case for '+ Guidelines LB L |« Evaluate | eMake
TEFLOnline | | for TEFL and TEFLOnline | recommend-
| pilot implement | ations
i TEFL Online i

1.4.1 Data Collection Methods

Data was collected primarily through qualitative methods, although the pilot itself had
strong theoretical and design components. Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature in the
interdisciplinary fields of online learning and teaching, and teacher-training pedagogy,
in the context of ODL, which provides guidelines for the design and development of
the pilot. Together with implementation, these are discussed in Chapter 3. Chapter 4
describes the evaluation phase while Chapter 5 discusses online TEFL training in ideal

circumstances.

The chapters draw on empirical sources, including information collected from the
practical experience of delivering the pilot, questionnaires, interviews with participants
and external observations on design and implementation. Each chapter needs to be read
against the designed course either as it is replicated on CD or accessed via myUnisa on

the Internet. The different mechanisms for gathering data are presented in Table 1.2.

12 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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Table 1.2: Research methods used in this study.

rch methods

' a. Literature review
b. Implementation of
pilot

c. External observers

. Participating learners

¢. Reflections

Description
This entails a review of the relevant books, journals and
newspaper articles, electronic documents and papers in the
field of teacher education and online teaching and learning
A pilot, TEFL Online was designed according to design

'E_l’"['-i'("-‘hm_'%c suggested in Chapter 2, and implemented using a

External observers involved in the field of online leaming
and TEFL were asked to review of the usability of the
online TEFL pilot and the website.

1. Questiennaires — On completion of the pilot, learners
were asked to complefe a questionnaire, regarding their
experiences on the online TEFL pilot

2. Interviews — Leamers were interviewed, following the
completion of the guestionnaire. They were asked to
elaborate on their comments in the questionnaires and their
general experience of the pilot.

Data regarc

- of the onlin

facilitator

1.4.2 Subjects in the Study

The participants in the study were volunteers. They were drawn from a small selection

of registered UNISA learners or employees. Overall, out of fifteen volunteers, twelve

submitted their application forms and ten were chosen. Participants who could not

access the myUnisa website due to expired student numbers were excluded. During the

implementation phase two participants withdrew from the pilot which left eight active

participants. As this study is qualitative, it was appropriate to limit the study to a smali

13 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance

Teacher Training



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. | 2008

g e e ——— e i = e = e e . el m—— = o 2

trial group. Gold (2001:54), Duncan (2005), Engvig (2006) and Little et al (2005:360)
all advocate small online groups (between six and 30 participants14 for every

facilitator).

As table 1.2 shows, the participants'’ stemmed from a fairly homogenous group.
They are all white South Africans with some experience in education; six of them are
employed as educators, three work in private enterprise and one is employed. They
range in age from 20 to 50 years old and are made up of eight females and two males.
Four participants reside in Gauteng, two in the Eastern Cape, one in the Western Cape,
two in Limpopo and one in Mpumalanga. While six participants are first language
English speakers, four of them are first language Afrikaans speakers who speak English
as a second language. A common thread that tied all the participants together was that
they were interested in the field of TEFL and had had no previous online leaming
experience. A less homogenous group would have allowed for a wider representation of
the South African population. Nevertheless, homogeneity mimics the actual intake of
these types of courses here and overseas. Moreover, it opens opportunities for research
into the meeting the needs of groups that are linguistically, culturally, socially and/or

educationally diverse.

1% This figure is debatable depending on the type of online course. Most constructivist online courses
where interaction is embedded, are restricted to small groups. In TEFL contact courses, the ratio is 1:12
trainees.

15 1 refer to the volunteers in the TEFL Online pilot as participants.
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1.4.3 Limitations of the Study

This study is constrained by several external limitations. Firstly, the scope was limited
to a specific area in the interdisciplinary field of teacher education and CML For this
reason, a decision was taken to concentrate on a segment of TEFL — first language
acquisition and foreign language learning — in order to create an introductory online
TEFL pilot rather than an entire course. The intention was to develop a general
instructional design framework for a deliverable, full-length online TEFL course after

investigating a measurable subsection of the course as a prototype.

Secondly, the pilot was constrained by the capabilities of an existing LMS,
myUnisa, which was launched in 2006. The design and implementation of TEFL
Online had to be adapted to the LMS; structural and functional changes were not

possible.
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Thirdly, the study was limited to UNISA employees or existing learners as only they

could access UNISA’s internal online facilities.

Fourthly, the sample population comprised mainly strong speakers of English. While
no attempts were made to review their English language abilities, I assumed that
participants with English as a first or second language would cope with TEFL Online.
Similarly, computer literacy was a prerequisite for the pilot since participants were

expected to access the Internet and navigate their way without individual tuition.

Lastly, the researcher, designer and online facilitator were the same person. This is
acceptable in design-based research where the need to close the gap between
researchers and practitioners is of utmost importance (Wang & Hannafin, 2005). An
advantage is that the researcher is able to reflect on the entire process having been

involved in every step of the research and design.

1.5 The Importance of Researching TEFL Online

The findings from this study are significant for several reasons. The factors and
constraints identified in the online teacher-training pilot in terms of design,
implementation and evaluation constitute a significant step towards designing an

evolved and effective online TEFL course.

Secondly, this study contributes towards research in the interdisciplinary fields of
teacher education, CMI and ODL. The findings open a realm of further questions,
particularly centred on the suitability, accessibility and feasibility of Learning
Management Systems for online TEFL courses: Are they compatible in terms of
pedagogy and general logistics? Do they promote the principles of learner-centredness

which inform effective TEFL courses?

Lastly, and significantly, the findings provide an insight into the effectiveness and

limitations of online learning within an ODL context. The recommendations could be
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used towards designing future ODL online courses. As more people turn to the World
Wide Web for education and information, more needs to be done to investigate further
generations of learning technology and the advantages they hold. In the case of UNISA,
TEFL Online is a significant initiative towards developing experts and teachers in the
field of Applied Language Studies. According to the final report of the 1990 UNICEF
world conference, and UNESCO’s goal of Education for All by 2015, there is a huge
demand for quality pre- and in-service teacher education training programmes,
especially in developing countries. Third generation distance learning systems, if
successful, could assist in attaining these goals. From an African perspective, the
education of teachers through CMI equates to a nation of empowered professionals

who can participate in the global community (Saleh & Pretorius, 2006).

18 One of the goals of the Education for All (EFA) campaign is to bring education to people in
developing countries. See http: www.unesco.or_g_/education/efa for more infomation.
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2.1 The Design Phase of TEFL Online

Technology used for CMI should serve learning. Technology is a tool in distance
learning, not the message in itself (De Villiers, 2007, Trindade et al 2000). The
technological tools chosen should support the learning approach. An initial, crucial step
for an online course is the selection of a sound pedagogical approach, which informs
the development phase. A sound pedagogy determines the aims, outcomes, of the
course. In addition, the methods and content designed should relate directly to the
objectives. A comprehensive approach also assists course designers to handle problems
that may arise from formative and summative evaluations. If course designers are
aware of the aim of the course and the methods used to achieve the aim, they can
improve the course (Lee & Owens, 2000). It follows that the theoretical approach of the

TEFL Online pilot should be transparent and comprehensive.

In this chapter the investigation of the theoretical approach is set against the
background of prevailing trends in teacher education and CMI. Firstly, four significant
models of teacher education are critically discussed. These models include the
traditional craft, the applied science, the reflective practice, and the enriched reflection
model. Secondly, the discussion is placed within two schools that feature both in online
learning and teaching, namely, objectivism and constructivism. As a result of the

critical discussion, key design guidelines are extrapolated for the TEFL Online pilot.
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2.2 Models of Teacher Education

According to Wallace {2001), three models of teacher education have influenced TEFL
training: the craft, the applied science and the reflective practice models. Recently,
however, Ur’s (2004) enriched reflective model has added a new dimension to teacher-
training pedagogy. Each of these models is informed by a particular learning tradition,

which show marked parallels to different theories of language acquisition.

An imitative relationship between language learner and expert is postulated in the
craft model, which is represented in Figure 2.1. The expertise resides n the
experienced practitioner. The novice or trainee learns by observing the expert, imitating
techniques, and following his/her instructions and advice. This process ensures that the
craft passes on from generation to generation. An example of the craft model in teacher
training is the practice of placing trainees with experienced cooperating teachers. The
trainee observes and assists the expert teacher and learns by imitation. The trainee may
also work on increments of certain tasks before moving onto bigger tasks (Bailey,
2006).

Fig 2.1: The craft model of professional education (Wallace, 2001:6).

Study with 'master’

parctitioner: Practice
demonstration/instruction

Wallace (2001), Stones and Morris (1972), and Bailey (2006} criticise the craft
model because it is conservative and limited to a static society where little or no change
in teaching practices occurs. It is particularly inappropriate for the field of language
learning where new methodologies based on recent research in the discipline of
linguistics have emerged and are still emerging. As Bailey claims, the craft model may

be useful in learning the technical skills of teaching, but it is unsuitable for
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contemporary methods of language teacher training since ‘... over the years, language
teaching has moved beyond being a collection of techniques. These days the profession
is influenced by theories and research findings too’ (2006:151). Following this line, I
would argue that observation and imitation, devoid of reflection and discussion, are
insufficient for TEFL. Language is an unstable medium and learners do not behave
predictably. Consequently, the importance of examining the thinking processes that
underpin the expert’s behaviour and techniques should not be overlooked. Similarly, a
wide range of individualised factors which affect leamning play a key role in
determining acquisition. A competent teacher needs to have a sound grounding in both
the theory and the practice of language teaching and learning. As Wallace states,
viewing teaching as a craft dismisses the need for, and exploration of, scientific

knowledge.

The applied science model (Figure 2.2), stems from the achievements of empiricism
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Wallace states that, ‘Within this framework,
practical knowledge of anything is simply a matter of relating the most appropriate
means to whatever objectives have been decided on. The whole issue of the practice of
a profession is therefore merely instrumental in nature’ (2001:8). In practice, this
means that experts in the relevant field conduct research using scientific knowledge to
achieve certain clearly defined objectives and eventually amass theoretical and
practical knowledge on the subject. The findings from the research are conveyed as
theoretical knowledge to teacher trainees or practitioners who have to apply these
theories in classroom practices. Trainees receive up-dates on any further research

through in-service workshops.
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Fig 2.2: The applied science model of professional education (Wallace, 2001:9).

Scientific knowledge

Application of scientific
knowledge/refinement by
experimentation

Periodic updating

{in-service}

Results conveyed to
trainees

Practice

l ~ Professional
competence

Schon (1983:36) criticises the applied science model for perpetuating a hierarchy in
education: ‘It was to be the business of the university-based scientists and scholars to
create the fundamental theory which professionals and technicians would apply to
practice... . But this division of labour reflected a hierarchy of kinds of knowledge
which was also a ladder status’. In this model, there is an apparent disparity between
research and practice. The theory stems from outside the classroom, from experts who
have conducted the research and collected the empirical data. The practitioner cannot
affect the theory by conducting formal research or by applying the findings of their
classroom practices. Only the expert has the exclusive right to the privilege of research
and forming theoretical knowledge. Consequently, experts are distanced from

practitioners and practice.

Applied Language Studies is one of the disciplines that has arisen from nineteenth
and twentieth century empiricism. Furthermore, scientific models accord well with
earlier theories that saw language acquisition as the mechanistic application of rules
(grammar) to vocabulary and ideas. Furthermore, the scientific paradigm is eminently

suitable for teaching and learning that relies on the quantification of knowledge within
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strictly delineated parameters. The current emphasis on communicative competence
stresses functional acquisition over theoretical knowledge. Thus, while science may
provide an adequate model for learning how to teach linguistic structures, it is probably

inadequate if the emphasis is shifted to receptive and productive language skills.

Wallace (2001:9-11) also warns that many practitioners may not understand the
empirical data if they are not directly involved in the process of generating it. This will
affect the implementation. The emphasis on knowledge and expertise in the applied
science model lies with the researcher and the trainee is a mere follower or practitioner.
Even though there is merit in ongoing empirical research as advocated by the applied
science model, I would suggest that practitioners play a vital role in applying new
theory since they are at the heart of teaching. They are involved in applying and testing
the theory, which makes them variables in the research. The exclusion of their voices is
an exclusion of their influence in the research and, consequently, the theory. A strong
argument can be made for closing the distance between the researcher and the
practitioner, who should in ideal circumstances be the same person or have an
understanding of the field, the research and the learners. The scientific model

undermines the position and contribution of the trainee teacher.

Unlike the previous two models, Wallace’s reflective practice model (Figure 2.3),
foregrounds the role of the trainee by emphasising their influence on (and interpretation
of) theory and scientific research in ‘received knowledge’ and ‘experiental knowledge’.
The reflective practice model is a continuous process in which the trainees’ background
knowledge, experience from their practice, and their reflections are strong motivating
forces in developing professional competence. According to this model, trainees are

important as experts in the learning process since they are active in every stage.

The reflective practice model comprises three stages. In Stage 1, Wallace (2001:50)
emphasises the trainees’ background knowledge since ‘people seldom enter into
professional training situations with blank minds and/or neutral attitudes. This is true of
the profession of teaching, where the trainees have been exposed to the practice of the

profession, either willingly or unwillingly, during their most impressionable years.” In
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terms of mental constructs, factors such as personality, beliefs, ideas, attitude, social
and cultural identity, learning background and learning style influence the trainee’s
practice and reflection. It is safe to conclude, then, that the teacher trainees’

assumptions about language learning and teaching play a vital role in eventual practice.

Stage 2, the professional development stage, occurs when ‘received knowledge’ and
‘experiential knowledge’ combine into the trainee’s practice and reflection cycle. This
combination forms a reciprocal relationship; the former informs the latter and vice
versa. The last stage, the ultimate goal of the course, is two-fold: firstly for trainees to
meet the minimum requirements of the course, and secondly, to develop professional

competence as a point of departure from which to continue professional development.

Fig 2.3: The reflective practice model (Wallace, 2001:15).

Stage 3:
s Professional competence
The Goal
Stage 2: feceived & -
= * Receive experienta
Prctfesswnal knowledge
education/develop- . practice & reflection
ment
» Trainee's existing
Stage 1: PrE‘ conceptual
training schemata or mental

constructs

While this model appears to be visionary in comparison to the more rigid models, its
success cannot be taken for granted. Many variables come into play. Firstly, the trainer
and trainees should have similar understandings of the approach and the methods used
to achieve the goal of professional competence. Secondly, the trainee’s background,
‘received’ and ‘experiental’ knowledge should positively influence the training or a

divergence will exist. The model seems to over-emphasise the trainee’s background
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knowledge by underplaying the received knowledge that is derived from the trainer.
Thirdly, there is a need for structured practice and reflection exercises that foster
effective critical reflection in trainees. Lastly, there should be definite and reasonable
outcomes for professional competence. The reflective practice model is not entirely
unsuitable. However, a more recent and evolved model has emerged in language

teacher training: the enriched reflection model (Ur, 2004:6-7).

2.2.1 A Case for Enriched Reflection

Effective teaching-training courses should include meaningful exposure to language
learners in teaching practice. Only through continuous teaching practice are trainee
teachers able to examine their assumptions about teaching and learning while adapting
and constructing new teaching beliefs (Williams & Burden, 1997). Schon (1983) calls
the process of ‘thinking on our feet’ and drawing on tacit knowledge, ‘reflection-in-
action’. The process of making the tacit knowledge explicit is ‘reflection-on-action’.
Teacher trainees need to reflect on new input, which comes from the course, the trainer,
and their teaching practice in order to produce meaningful output. The reflective
practice cycle, I argue, is the life-blood of effective teacher training. Wallace supports

this view:

By and large, practice is valuable for professional education and development
to the extent that it is reflected upon.... Development implies change, and
fruitful change is extremely difficult without reflection. The unthinking or rote
application of innovation is an invitation to disaster. All too often, teachers
attempt an approach or technique, which has been reduced to a formula, with
obviously no understanding of the rationale of the method or technique being
used or its application in the particular context. The teacher has not been given,
or has not taken, the opportunity to think the thing through, and to think it
through in terms of her own context. (2001:54)
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Intensive and extensive TEFL courses'’ include an essential practical component
where trainee teachers are exposed to, and practice teaching on, authentic language
learners. Ur (2004:5-6) claims that teachers estimate personal TP as the most
significant element in their development. While 1 agree that TP is vital in teacher-
training courses and in teacher development, practice alone without critical thought and
reflection is merely an accumulation of lessons. This resonates with the craft model
where the consolidation of practice through imitation is important. In TEFL, unguided
practice is not without merit. Discussion and examination of practice before and
afterwards, leads to an ongoing process of development. Thus, critical reflection is
crucial to the art and science of teaching which is in its essence a continuous process of
learning (Williams & Burden, 1997).

Brookfield also supports the notion of critical reflection in teacher training and
reasons that ‘critical reflection urges us to create conditions under which each person is
respected, valued, and heard. In pedagogic terms, this means the creation of democratic
classrooms. In terms of professional development, it means an engagement in critical
conversation.” (1995:27). Critical reflection grounds us emotionally and assists us to
make informed decisions, develop a rationale for practice and enlivens our classrooms.
If we consider his compelling reasons for reflection, then we must admit that critical

reflection is foundational to teacher development.

Critical reflection does not happen in a vacuum. These skills have to be fostered in
trainees. I would argue that external input such as training sesstons and readings from
expert trainers guide the reflective process. Appropriate external input assists the
trainee to make sense of their teaching experience and ultimately produces appropriate
output towards the goal of professional competence. Ur (2004:7) illustrates this point in
the formulation of her enriched reflection teacher-training model, which evolved from
Kolb’s earlier experiential learning model (1984:42). Kolb maintains that experiential
learning supports a recursive cycle wherein trainees expand on the knowledge gained in

each stage. His cycle continues from concrete experience to reflective experience to

'7 A typical TEFL syllabus taken from the TEFLA course at Unisa, features in Appendix 1.
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abstract conceptualisation and then to active experimentation. Cunningham (1994:44-
45) points out that Kolb may over-emphasise past experience: ‘Little of what we need
to do in the future can be based solely on an analysis of past experience.” Similarly, not
everything needs to be or can be learned through experiential learning. For example,
the effect of Aids can be (and is preferably) learnt through facts and evidence. Further
as Cunningham (1994:45) states, research evidence'® does not support Kolb’s learning

cycle. Additional variables that affect learning need to be considered.

Ur augments Kolb’s model with external sources of input and consequently
emphasises the value of guidance. She maintains that there is value in observing and
learning from experienced teachers (as in the craft model), and from experts, readings
and research (as in the applied scientific model). But her model (Figure 2.4) includes
the influence of external factors at each stage. These factors consist of input such as
observations, transcripts, videos, anecdotes (which she labels vicarious experience),
descriptions of other people’s observations, theoretical positions of language teaching,

and other teaching experiments from professionals or trainees.

Fig: 2.4: Ur’s enriched reflection model (2004:7).

'8 Yames (1980) shows in her research on using Kolb’s learning cycle that managers in a corporate setting
prefer facts and statistics and not experiential learning.
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Fig: 2.4: Ur’s enriched reflection model (2004:7).
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Of all the models, Ur’s enriched reflection is the most appropriate for TEFL since it
emphasises the value of appropriate external input in formulating one’s own theory
within the cycle of practice and reflection. In this way, trainee teachers are encouraged
to foster action research abilities in receiving, evaluating and ultimately creating their
own teaching conventions and values. The definitive goal of teacher training should be
to foster autonomy in trainee teachers, that is, to direct trainees to rely on their own

judgement as well as to receive and criticise other theories and research.

The reflective practice and the enriched reflection model of teacher training are
based on constructivist principles since they advocate the ‘active learner’ who makes
decisions based on ‘received and experiential knowledge’ in the practice and reflection
cycle. For example, the successful teaching of English grammar lies in the teacher
making choices about when to teach it, what to teach, how to teach it and how to
demonstrate its pragmatic aspects. For language leamers, effective communication
involves these choices and not only knowing the language system. The complexity of

decision-making in teaching is acknowledged by Mark A. Clarke in Wallace:
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. when one is confronted by a group of intelligent, curious, motivated and
totally naive individuals who want to know exactly how to conduct a particular
technique, one learns very quickly that nothing can be taken for granted.
Perfectly innocent questions suddenly expose the virtually limitless options that
are available at each and every step in the execution of technique... it soon
becomes obvious, in the course of such discussions, that to describe a technique
is to trace a line through a complex, shifting series of decision points, and each

decision is influenced by an awesome number of variables... (1983:109-110).

TEFL courses that are based on the reflective practice cycle allow for the
development of essential decision-making skills in teaching. In the TP component,
trainees observe experienced teachers at work in real lessons and are expected to adopt
some of their microteaching skills. In this manner, the act of language teaching is
treated as a craft. However, trainees are not expected merely to adopt microteaching
skills but, more importantly, to make key decisions about which skills to use in respect
of the learners’ needs. Teacher training then is not a craft; rather it is a cycle of learning

and decision-making.

The leaming cycle should include all parties in the learning process. Language
learners learn when taught by teacher trainees and teacher trainees learn from their
trainers and by teaching language learners. Trainees experiment with lessons, interact
with learners and adjust future lessons according to reflections and feedback'®.
Trainers, too, learn through interactions with trainees. They often adapt content and
delivery methods according to the needs of trainees and situations. Flexible and
adaptable TEFL courses allow for these necessary changes. In TEFL, teaching and
learning are integrated and interwoven. Figure 2.5 illustrates the

learning/teaching/training matrix.

1® Trainees complete self-evaluation forms after their TP lessons and it is used for discussion in feedback
sessions with peers and trainers. Ur (2004) provides examples of self-evaluation tasks in her book: A
course in language teaching. _
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Fig 2.5: The matrix of learning, teaching and training in TEFL.

Tomlinson (1995:9) describes the interwoven cycle of learning/teaching as an
‘activity designed to promote learning’. Malderez and Bodoczky reiterate this in stating

that:

Learning is the goal of teaching, and learning, in terms of the development of
constructs, is essentially a different process for every individual. In other
words, each individual learner must be considered not simply under a label but
as an individual with their own different experience-base, cultural background,

style, feelings and so on. (2002:12)

Leamer-centredness in the learning/reflection cycle is a focal point. This process has

specific implications for ODL.

2.2.2 Parallels between TEFL and ODL

Best practice in TEFL correlates with best practice in ODL. Like TEFL, ODL
principles focus on learner-centredness. In ODL, learner-centredness equates to the

inclusion of flexibility, accessibility, appropriate learner support, and rigorous quality
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assurance (Hodgson et al 1987; Evans, 1994; Department of Education — White Paper,
1995 and Trindade et al 2000).

According to Trindade et al (2000) and Hodgson et al (1987), flexibility in ODL
means providing learners with options in curriculum, delivery methods, location, and
time. Learners decide what they want to learn, how they want to learn, when and where
they want to learn. As a result, they gain an independence of choice in learning. Even
so, openness and independent learning are not unstructured and unrestricted. Evans
(1994:67-68) states that independent learning has to work ‘within the limits of the
assessment schedules and prescriptions, within the timetabled activities or events and,
perhaps most importantly, within the pedagogical and curricular parameters of the

course materials, and the tutors or assessors who mediate them.’

The inclusion of appropriate support within ODL is an important initiative towards
learner-centredness (Trindade et al 2000:2). ODL maintains various, effective support
mechanisms that address learner problems and queries, and provides them with extra
resources. Support should also originate from tutors and counsellors, especially since
learners are geographically separated from the university and fellow learners. The use
of technology offers creative opportunities for learner/learner, tutor/learner and
learner/counsellor interactions through emails, chatrooms, discussion forums and

synchronous meetings.

Support is also at the core of TEFL courses since the trainers become facilitators of
learning rather than providers of knowledge (Wallace, 2001). Similarly, in ODL self-
managed learning, learners take control of their learning and tutors are helpful guides.
According to Cunningham (1994:40-57), ODL tutors should foster self-managed
learning skills in learners through influential and helpful techniques. Independence
rather than dependence is an imperative. It could be argued, then, that the aim of TEFL
courses which is to encourage reflection that leads to autonomous learning, is

commensurate with tutoring ideals in ODL.
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According to Snell et al (1987:169-170) moving beyond distance teaching towards
open learning means moving away from the hierarchical image of distance learning
where the power resides in the hands of the experts with the knowledge. The ODL
educational approach reflects a society of sharing and mentoring in which everyone has
the ‘right to create meaning and hold knowledge.... Such a vision is one of educational
empowerment’ (Snell et al., 1994:169). This image does not preclude the value of the
tutor/trainer. Instead, the latter is seen as appropriately influential in the learning
process. It is not that they cannot influence, it is how they influence leaming that
matters. In Ur’s model, the trainer is influential in guiding the trainees through various
types of input in TEFL such as research, discussion tasks, videos of lessons, and
theoretical standpoints at different phases of the enriched reflection learning cycle. It

follows that TEFL trainers, too, act as guides in self-managed learning.

Basic ODL principles align with TEFL core values. The cycle of learning and
teaching informs both ODL and TEFL pedagogies. However, adopting a learner-
centred philosophy for online teacher training raises design and pedagogical questions.
How will TEFL principles be reconfigured in online learning? Which instructional
design framework best suit TEFL courses that advocate the learning/teaching reflective

cycle?

I attempt to answer these questions in the online TEFL pilot.

2.3 Approaches in Computer-Mediated Instruction

Sherry (1996:2) argues that ‘the theoretical basis on which instructional models are
based affects not only the way in which information is communicated to the student,
but also the way in which the learner makes sense and constructs new knowledge from
the information which is presented’. Research into instructional designs for CMI
indicates that two pedagogical frameworks, which fall into the realm of cognitive
psychology, influence the development and delivery of online courses. In brief, these

are the objectivist and the constructivist traditions (Engvig, 2006; Sherry, 1996).
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The relationship between objectivism and constructivism is summarised in Figure
2.6 (adapted from Engvig, 2006:14). Visually it is clear that while their goals are
similar, the process through which those goals are obtained is different. The objectivist
view is content driven. It introduces the field with specific examples and requires
learners to put these examples into practice and reflect on them in the formative
assessment stage. The constructivist view, typically, begins with a problem or project

that learners have to solve by analysing concepts and providing suitable solutions.

Fig 2.6: The objectivist and constructivist paradigm (Engvig, 2006:14).
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According to Perraton (1993) and Gulati {2004) traditional distance education relies
heavily on the objectivist view of knowledge; by assuming that it can be imparted from
teacher to learner via textbook and lectures. A major premise of the objectivist tradition
claims is that final knowledge results from the accumulation of facts. This linear
process of teaching and learning places great significance on the lecturer and the
content. The learner is a passive receiver, only acting when he/she fulfils assessment
tasks. Engvig (2006:13) describes the objectivist view of knowledge and education
thus: ‘the world is made up of entities, properties, and relations in which experience
plays an insignificant role, the goal is to strive for the complete and correct
understanding’. She claims that traditional textbook design, rooted in the objectivist

paradigm, uses definite outcomes which define a clear pathway through the materials.
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Rowntree (2006:2), a developer of distance courses at the OUUK, generally warns
against these severe dangers for online learning inherent in the objectivist approach. He
claims that the direct transference of lecture notes or textbooks to an electronic format
for online use does not equate to leaming. Materials prepared for contact teaching may
be unsuitable in an online environment. The media are different and materials need to
be designed accordingly. He also argues that course designers and subject experts may
be lulled into a false sense of security if they presuppose that using the medium of a
computer evokes interaction or learning: ‘the learner may, in a sense, interact with the
medium but the medium does not interact back’ (2006:1). Online course designers may
easily fall into the trap of using the traditional, information processing approach. This is
evident in first and second-generation distance learning systems, where traditional texts
prepared for distance courses are uploaded online for learners to download
(Heydenrych, 2006:19). No major changes are made to the materials or approach. The

emphasis is on delivering the materials electronically to save time, paper and costs.

The objectivist approach of online learning and teaching is rooted in Skinner’s
behavioural psychology, where the major premise is that leaming is a process of
mechanical habit formation (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). It does not allow for the

practice/reflective cycle of learning advocated in Ur’s model.

Constructivism, by contrast, is an alternative epistemology of how people learn and
absorb new information. It postulates that the learner, his/her experience and the
leaming context are significant factors in the learning process since various
perspectives for any given concept or events are possible through the influence of an
individual’s experience and his/her context. Gold defends the constructivist view in

stating that:

Knowledge is not separate from but rather embedded within experiences and
interpreted by the learner. Knowledge then is about interpretation, and making
meaning of the environment. In other words, though we may more or less share
one reality, each of us conceives of it in different ways based on our prior
experiences, belief structures and perspective. To learn, therefore, is to

communicate and demonstrate understanding of the world (2001:37-38).
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Gold’s view of learning is clearly applicable to best practice TEFL and ODL.
Knowledge is not simply transmitted by the tutor to learner. Rather, knowledge
construction depends on how learners and trainers, respectively, interpret and
experience shared knowledge. Wallace’s (2001) teaching model indicates that teacher
trainees interpret and construct new concepts about language teaching in terms of their
own assumptions and experimentation. This cycle of interpretation and construction is

quite evident in the teaching practice and feedback cycle of TEFL courses.

In contrast to the objectivist tradition, constructivism is less content-oriented and
more learner-centred because individuals are seen as actively involved in constructing
personal meaning from the time they are born (Williams & Burden, 1997:21). In the
learning process, for example, in constructivist problem-solving tasks, learners consider
both social and physical interaction in defining the problem and constructing the
solution. Simon, (in Sherry, 1996:339), supports constructivism when he states:
‘Human beings are at their best when they interact with the real world and draw lessons
from the bumps and bruises they get’ (1994). This theory of problem-solving

interactions aligns itself with experiential learning.

Gulati (2004) gathers arguments from several educators such as Knowles,
Brookfield, Friere, Laurillard and Mason, and Vygotsky in defence of constructivism in
online education. The key arguments are that constructivist discourse emphasises
learner-control, learning in real-life contexts, flexibility in learning, choice in learning
resources and ingenuousness in discussions. Furthermore, these aspects of the
constructivist discourse are embedded in ODL ideals as discussed earlier. The
constructivist approach addresses the needs of diverse learners and promotes

democratic learning in collaborative online learning practices.

Based on the research and critical debate outlined above, it is reasonable to argue
that the constructivist approach leads to a deeper understanding of the subject matter.
Enhanced retention and a greater ability to apply the subject matter are particularly
appropriate in today’s age of information overload. In reality, most online instructional

design utilises elements of both theoretical approaches (Engvig, 2006). For example,
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Breen (2007) asserts that people do not learn in any one style, rather they adopt an
amalgamation of learning strategies which change from objectivist to constructivist.
This implies that rather than choosing one single learning theory over the other, a
blended approach is more suitable for online learning. Nevertheless, constructivist

theory mostly informed the design guidelines of the pilot.

2.4 Implications for the Instructional Design of TEFL Online

As learner-centredness is critical to best practice TEFL and ODL, the theoretical
approach for the online pilot was a deliberate decision. Attempts were made to employ
a constructivist philosophy in its design. This implies that the online TEFL course
promotes the ‘construction of meaning’ of EFL concepts through experimentation,
discussion, reflection and understanding. It was taken for granted that participants
would be led to question and think for themselves, rather than be presented with

information to be ingested and reproduced.
The discussion so far has articulated a set of design principles for TEFL Online. As
Figure 2.7 shows these principles constitute an interconnected, cycle of leaming that

should be grounded in best practice.

Fig: 2.7: TEFL Online design guidelines.
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Following Gold (2001), Connolly and Stansfield (2007) and De Villiers (2007), any

design for TEFL online should meet the following criteria:

1. The resulting course should promote learner-centredness in terms of support and
constructivist learning. The latter should encourage participants to construct their
own meaning of TEFL through interactions with the content, tasks, fellow learners

and facilitations.

2. The design of the learning website should incorporate creative and affective
elements that motivate and engage online participants. The inclusion of technical
and tutor support will diminish the isolation experienced in traditional distance
learning. In addition, real-life tasks that promote practical applications should

engage participants (De Villiers, 2007:16)

3. Self-management is essential because it promotes true leaner-centredness.
Participants should take responsibility for their own learning in an asynchronous
online format since it allows them essential time to reflect, to make connections,
and to comstruct coherent knowledge structures. In TEFL Online, participants
should determine the direction of the course by virtue of their participation in tasks

and discussions.

4. There should be opportunities for interaction and collaboration amongst participants
and between participants and tutors through individual and group tasks. Jonassen et
al (1999:3) support the view that learning is intrinsically a social-dialogical process.
That is, meaning is created through our experiences of them and interactions with
them. In TEFL Online, the inclusion of discussion platforms should reduce the
‘distance’ in ODL.

5. The learning should be facilitated by tutors/facilitators. The role of the e-facilitator
is essential in guiding the participant’s construction of meaning through individual

and group feedback. In this way, facilitators guide and encourage self-managed
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online learning (Kamhi-Stein, 2000; Cunningham, 2007) and, consequently, assist

participants overcome the transactional distance in ODL.

This conceptual framework incorporates the main precepts of TEFL training and
ODL, especially within an online learning environment. On the basis of these design
guidelines, TEFL Online must promote learner-centredness and learning through
interactions with content, fellow participants and facilitators. The overall aim is to
engage participants in concepts of language teaching and learning, in addition to,
fostering the beginnings of reflection within the field of TEFL. The next step is to
ensure that technology serves as a platform that endorses these guidelines, not distracts

from them.
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Chapter 3: Developing and Implementing

TEFL Online

— =

3.1 The Development Phase of TEFL Online

This chapter illustrates the second phase in design-based research, namely, the
development and implementation of the TEFL Online pilot. While the design
guidelines proposed in Chapter 2 informed the development of the pilot, adaptations
had to be made to suit the capabilities of the LMS that the pilot was launched on.

The implementation of the pilot is also discussed in this chapter. Figure 3.1 is a
visual representation of the various steps involved in the development and

implementation phases of TEFL Online.

Fig: 3.1: The development phase of TEFL Online pilot.
d..-'"'\"".

Analyse
guidelines

\ Populate
WbPages
Recruit

© paticipants

iy
k3

VR —
Online

Implement
TEFL Online

38 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. 2008

3.2 Launching the Pilot on myUnisa

With the assistance of myUnisa technical advisors, I created a project site for TEFL

Online on the LMS. myUnisa is a web-based Learning Management System for

academic collaboration and study-related interaction. It is intended to:

. supplement and enhance academic interaction and improve communication
between Unisa and its learners as well as provide opportunity for engagement
among learners. UNISA participates in an international initiative to develop open
source collaboration and learning environment “Sakai”. This technology was
customized, enhanced and new functionality added to address Unisa’s specific
requirements. Taking care of tedious tasks such as handing in assignments at the
post boxes or updating contact details is easily done using the online
environment. At Unisa we believe that part of the learning process is to be part of
the learning community where learners can test their thinking and growth with
peers. In a distance learning institution such as Unisa this can become
problematic. myUnisa helps to bridge some of these gaps. (myUnisa website,
2007)

The project site replicates the conventional myUnisa website with the same layout

and most of the functions. Figure 3.2 presents a typical myUnisa Homepage. It contains

the UNISA logo, a log in area, links for general learner matters, a general welcome

message, UNISA news and resources, important announcements, and a help link. To

enter the learner’s personal courses, the learner has to log in with their learner number

and the password that they have selected.

Once logged in, the learner has access to his/her individual myUnisa Homepage

which has the following features (Figure 3.3):

A logout link;
A general welcome message;
A My Workplace and My Admin link, which contains administrative

matters;
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e Links for the various courses for which the learner is registered,
¢ Links on the left, including Home, Announcements, Assignments, Class
List; Discussion Forum, Materials, Schedule, Prescribed Books and Site

Info.

Fig: 3.2: myUmsa Homepage.
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The navigation links, which allow a learner to move from screen to screen,
accessing different parts of the course, are set against a different background colour
from the rest of the screen (See Figures 3.2 & 3.3). For example, links to the leamer’s
courses are listed in an orange tool bar at the top of the page and links into various
sections of that learner’s courses are listed sequentially on the left of the page on a grey

background. When a cursor is placed on a link, it is highlighted in bold to make

navigation easy.
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Fig 3.3: A learner’s individual myUnisa Homepage.
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At the outset [ created a storyboard for the TEFL Online project site. Cartwright &

Cartwright claim that a storyboard is significant in planning as it is °...a sequence of

simply drawn pictures that visually represent the program’ (1999:93). The storyboard

captures the architectural plan of the TEFL Online site and allows the academic and

technical designers to visualize and plan the layout and content of each webpage. The

original storyboard of TEFL Online comprised the following WebPages™ and content:

o The Home page — Welcome message; photographs; contact details.

e The Schedule page — Calendar with tasks and discussion dates.

e The Announcements page — Notifications of tasks and deadlines.

e The Materials page — A tutorial letter, units 1-4 of study material, extra

resources, a key of answers to tasks and activities to be posted at a later stage.

% These WebPages are controlled by the design of myUnisa. Features and design elements cannot be
changed. Most of the pages were available to the pilot.
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¢ The Drop Box page — Folders for each learner.

¢ The Wiki page — Collaborative task, additional readings from study units.

o The Site info page — Website information.

e The Discussion Forum page — An Introduction forum, 4 discussion questions;
feedback at a later stage.

e The Blogger” page — A case study discussion task and feedback at a later
stage.

e The FAQs page — Frequently asked questions about the TEFL pilot.

During the development phase, a few revisions were made to the project site. Firstly,
the Wiki page was removed from the pilot as it was still under construction. Instead I
used the Blogger and Discussion Forum pages for TEFL tasks and activities. Secondly,
a technical advisor navigated through the project site as a ‘dummy’ learner to test the

site. Revisions were made accordingly.

3.3 Actualising the Design Guidelines in TEFL Online

This section discusses the actualisation of and adaptations to the design guidelines
within the pilot. The design guidelines in this study act as a conceptual framework.
However, conceptual frameworks ideally describe the philosophy of learning and
teaching, and through integration in development, need to be adapted according to the
online environment. The online environment should bend to the philosophy. But it is
only in implementation and evaluation that it is possible to gauge the feasibility of the
conceptual framework. It is, therefore, equally important to investigate the possibilities

of the LMS to maintain the favoured conceptual framework.

! Blogger derives from Blog, which in tumn originates from the combination of web + log, used to
describe personal web space for diaries or stories. myUnisa uses the Blogger page to post discussion
activities, additional readings and information. In TEFL Online, it was used for a case study discussion
task.
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3.3.1 The Aims of TEFL Online

TEFL Online is an artefact in this design-based research that fulfils several interwoven
intentions. In this way, the aims of TEFL Online are threefold. Firstly, from a research
standpoint, it investigates the use of myUnisa in fulfilling ODL values at Unisa.
Secondly, from a TEFL teacher-training pedagogical perspective, it investigates the
possibilities and feasibility of launching a reflective learning/teaching model through
online mechanisms. Thirdly, for the participants, TEFL Online is an asynchronous
mode of learning about TEFL concepts. This section discusses how the last aim
materialised in the pilot. The first two will be discussed in Chapter 4 — the evaluation

phase.

An introductory course in TEFL should raise awareness of the fundamentals in
language learning and teaching. However, the fundamentals are a disputed topic.
Research reveals that while some TEFL course books begin with the psychology of
learning (Lindsay & Knight, 2006), others begin with the theory of language learning
(Harmer, 2002), while several courses begin with teaching techniques (Scrivenor,
2005) and others with the study of the English language (Wrangham, 1996). Given the
experimental nature of the pilot and the fact that this is an introductory TEFL without
any contact tuition, 1 decided to limit the focus to topics that raised awareness on
aspects in first language and foreign language learning. I wanted participants to explore
the characteristics of the foreign language learner and teacher in an attempt to
encourage them to question their assumptions. As a result, the following outcome and

assessment criteria for the TEFL Online pilot emerged:

¢ To familiarise participants with the basic principles of foreign language learning

and teaching through investigation and discussion.

In achieving this participants are able to:

1. Deduce and describe the similarities and differences between first language

and foreign language acquisition;
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2. Discuss factors that affect language learning;

3. Compare and discuss effective language teaching techniques.

The aim and assessment criteria set out for the pilot are constructivist in nature. That
is, they allow for the process of constructing meaning through consideration,
discussion, comparison and investigation. Objectivist theory would have called for
evidence of an accumulation of knowledge and facts in TEFL. Participants would be
required to learn and to recall core elements of foreign language learning and teaching
by citing content and examples. The outcomes of both approaches for an introductory
TEFL course would arguably be the same but the learning process in achieving those

aims would differ.

The pilot is designed with special attention to content, tasks, and discussions with
the intention of participants fulfilling the proposed aims. The pilot commences with an
investigation of how children learn their first language and moves to the differences
between first language and foreign language leaming. It then focuses on specific
characteristics of foreign language learners and teachers of English culminating in

effective foreign language teaching principles.

The materials for the syllabus were available in the Materials page (Figure 3.4).
They were divided into small units of study and loaded into four separate folders no
bigger than 2MB in size since the website could not host a larger file. The Materials
page displays additional information such as the size of the file, the person responsible
for posting it and the date of posting. The study materials in the Materials page

consisted of four units of study and additional materials, namely:

e Unit 1: First Language Acquisition;

e Unit 2: Foreign Language Learning;

e Unit 3: The Foreign Language Learner;

» Unit 4: The Foreign Language Teacher;

e A tutorial letter with general guidelines for the pilot;

¢ A glossary of terms for the study units;

44 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. 2008

o A folder of useful websites, which directed participants to additional teaching
material, discussion forums with teachers across the world and jobs in the field

of ELT;

e A key to certain activities in the study units.

These materials were uploaded as a Microsoft Word document, not a web-based
document as sometimes occurs in online courses, because myUnisa only hosts folders

of Microsoft Word or PDF documents.

Fig 3.4: The Materials page of TEFL Online.
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In the pilot, I adopted the use of tasks and activities that promote investigative and
reflection skills. This teaching concept stems from task-based learning. It promotes the
use of the target language in a problem-solving negotiation activity (Larsen-Freeman,
2003:144-146). Task-based learning is similar to Problem-based or Project-based
learning (PBL) since it encourages the construction of new knowledge through

application and experience.
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Constructivist environments usually adopt PBL approaches as a means of
encouraging meta-cognitive skills in participants. According to Ramsay and Sorrell
(2007), these methods originated in the 1960s in medical education as a solution to an
educational dilemma. It was evident that medical students could memorise medical
literature extensively without ever having to diagnose successfully. To counteract this
dilemma, students were presented with a problem, an ill patient. They had to offer a
diagnosis of the patient’s medical problem through research and analysis, with
justification. PBL is said to develop communicative social skills and critical thinking

through active adult learning.

People construct meaning and eventually knowledge through our experience of it,
through application, and activity. It is possible to memorise facts that we have not
experienced. For example, when applying for a leamer’s driver’s licence, we are
required to memorise the names and meanings of road signs, and driving regulations.
But through memorisation, we gain only a superficial understanding of them unless we
identify and use them to navigate our driving. Jonassen et al (1999:3) agree that
‘knowledge construction results from activity, so knowledge is embedded in activity’.
Active participants place the focus on the leamer and learner-centredness which is

characteristic of best practice ODL and TEFL.

It follows, that in order for participants to construct the meaning through a deeper
understanding of TEFL concepts, they need to experience them and to apply them. The
study units and the website of TEFL Online were populated with several tasks and

activities. In total, participants were required to complete three tasks in TEFL Online:

o Task 1: Interviewing a foreign language speaker. Here participants have to
interview an adult who has leamed a foreign language. The aim is for them to
discuss the complexities of language learning through their interactions with the
learner. Thereafter they have to write a short report and submit it online as well

as discuss their findings in the Discussion Forum.
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e Task 2: Learning a few concepts in a foreign language themselves. In order to
experience the complexities of learning a foreign language, participants have to
learn a few ‘everyday language concepts’ such as language for giving
introductions or ordering food in a language they do not know. Afterwards, they

have to discuss their experiences in the Discussion Forum.

e Task 3: Identifying similarities and differences between first language and
foreign language acquisition. Here participants submit an essay in which they
demonstrate synthesis of pre-existing knowledge, personal experience, research

and new ideas from discussions, content and feedback.

Participants were provided with guidelines in their study units and tutorial letter.
There are no prescriptive answers for tasks one and two, while task three allows for

field of proposed options.

3.2.1 Motivating and Engaging Online Participants

Learners appreciate online learning because it affords them the flexibility, convenience
and autonomy of distance learning (Engvig, 2006:51). A further plus factor is that they
are able to study at their own pace and in their own time. Even so, online learners often
experience a sense of isolation, because they are physically removed from the
institution, tutors and peers (Perraton, 1993). Successful ODL participants are self-
directed and maintain their own motivation during their courses. Motivation is crucial
to learning according to Knowles’ adult learning theory, ‘andragogy’zz. Adults will
learn if they are ready to learn and intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to do so
(Saleh & Pretorius, 2006:114). Notwithstanding the tutor and the course itself,
‘andragogy’ suggests that adult participants are mostly responsible for their own

motivation in learning,.

22 Malcolm Knowles terms an alternative to pedagogy as andragogy — an adult learning theory which
refers Lo learner-focused education for people of all ages.

47 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
Teacher Training



M.A. Thesis. Angela Govender. UNISA. 2008

= .-. 3 = TR T = = = e eI

Motivation is key to any learning experience, be it intrinsic or extrinsic. De Villiers
(2007:15-16) claims that intrinsic motivation is influenced by aspects of the online
learning experience that engage the participant such as adequate technical and tutor
support, tasks in the course, online design and resources linked to the course. Extrinsic
motivation on the other hand, is influenced by the recognition of the participant’s
performance. Psychological factors such as the participant’s emotions, attitude, values
and attention also contribute to the online learning experience. In the TEFL Online
pilot, the content, activities and facilitation were specifically designed to motivate,

engage and challenge the participants.

Design decisions that attempt to ‘close the distance’ in ODL were deliberate,
however, they were constrained to a large extent by capabilities of the LMS. The initial
TEFL Online Homepage included a welcome message (Figure 3.5) and the contact
details of the e-facilitator and technical advisor so participants had resources for
assistance. We also added a photograph and short biography of the e-facilitator to the
website to personalise the pilot and to limit the isolation that participants feel with
online and distance learning.”> As a consequence of the e-facilitator’s biography,
participants introduced themselves and addressed each other by their first names in
discussion. In contact TEFL courses, participants are able to contact trainers instantly
for support and rapport is usually built between trainer and trainee and amongst
trainees. Similar instant support is not available in online learning. However, attempts
were made to create a ‘community of sharing’ with fellow participants and the e-
facilitator through announcements, ¢-mails, the Blogger page and discussion forums.
Case studies from Engvig’s (2006) research in online learning report that participants

feel safe and motivated to contribute if such a ‘community of sharing’ exists.

3 Engvig (2006) reports case studies that emphasise the isolation learners experience in online learning.
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Fig 3.5: TEFL Online Welcome message on the Homepage.

Welcome to the TEFL Online Website!

We hope you will find this introductory TEFL project stimulating and worthwhile.
This online course environment will provide access to materials and other
resources, and will facilitate better communication with your facilitator through e-
mail and discussion facilities.

The online TEFL course is an introductory project in teaching English as a
Foreign Language. In this course, you will be alerted to new concepts in foreign or
additional language learning and how those concepts impact on language teaching.
You will be expected to gather information, solve problems, complete tasks and
experiment with the concepts raised in this course; that is, you will be quite active
in the learning process just as foreign language participants would be in learning a
language.

In myUnisa you may have access to several useful links such as the electronic
tutorial materials, discussion forums, announcements and an online connection to
your classmates and e-facilitator.

« Start by going to Materials to read the ‘Tutorial letter’. Your course
materials are stored under the Materials link on the left of this web site. You
will also access the folders for each Unit by clicking on them. You will also
be able to find additional resources, links to web sites, etc. in other folders
in Materials.

« Go to Discussion Forum to ‘Introductions’ and read the introductions from
participants in this project. Then add your own introduction by replying.

e Then, familiarise yourself with the site and tools by clicking on the
Blogger,and the FAQs.

Thank you for starting this journey with us and enjoy the course!
Angela Govender

Contact details
1. E-facilitator
Ms Angela Govender

govenae@unisa.ac.za
27 + (0)12 429 6383

2. Technical facilitator
Mrs Alice Goodwin-Davey

Angela Govender 1s your goodwaa@unisa.ac.za
e-facitator for this project 27 + (0)12 429 6701

P e e S

Additional support for participants was included in a ‘frequently asked questions’
link (the FAQ page as seen in Figure 3.6), which lists general questions and answers on
TEFL Online. In distance education this information would normally be delivered

personally through a tutorial letter. For the online pilot, I provided participants with
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general information in an electronic tutorial letter and visible links. Electronic general
information on the pilot in a sense replaces the tutor and is available at all times.
Providing support is an initiative towards creating positive motivation in participants. If

participants are informed, they will continue (Saleh & Pretorius, 2006:114).

Fig 3.6: The FAQs page of TEFL Online.
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Other support mechanisms are the inclusion of the Schedule (Figure 3.7) and
Announcements pages (Figure 3.8). The dates in the Schedule page and the frequent
announcements in the Announcements page allow participants to plan their learning
around a time-frame. With the aid of an online calendar, participants are able to plan
and self-direct their workload. The participants involved found the announcements
particularly supportive since they were available online as well as posied automatically

to their e-mail inboxes.
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Fig 3.7: The Schedule page of TEFL Online.
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Fig 3.8: The Announcements page of TEFL Online.
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Figure 3.9 displays two examples of Announcements. They include alerting
participants to the starting date, discussion dates, new discussions, task deadlines and
online feedback for activities and tasks. I used emoticons and an informal, friendly tone
in all Announcements, which were kept brief. I also always added a greeting at the top
and instructions for the activity at the bottom. The use of a friendly tone and emoticons
is supported by Meyer? (2003:10). She suggests that facilitators use language and
emoticons to express their thoughts and to encourage participants to do so as well. Her
suggestion encourages a community of sharing through validating the participants’

feelings and, as a result, develops learner-centredness.

Fig 3.9: Examples of Announcements from TEFL Online.
Example 1: TEFL Online Begins!

N
(& Hello all

The TEFL online project website will be open for registered learners on Friday the
10th of August 2007. It will run from the 10th (10am) to the 31st of August 2007.
Congratulations if you have received this e-mail. You have been accepted into TEFL
Oniine. So log on, we await your participation.

Log on with your user name and password. UNISA staff members can login with
their Novell codes and passwords. UNISA learners can login with their learner
numbers and the password they created when they joined myUNISA .

(If you haven't joined myUnisa, go to http://myUnisa.ac.za and click on ‘Join
myUnisa’ in the left panel to join. Note: you must have an email address to join

myUnisa)

Example 2: Discussing your foreign language lesson

o
»*' Have you all learned a few phrases of a foreign language yet?

Don't forget to share your experience of learning a foreign language in the
discussion forum. Remember to click on the topic ‘Unit 2, Task 1’ formed by Angela

% Meyer researches theories and case studies on the Implications of Brain Research for Distance
Education. She discovered several valuable insights on brain processes that influence learning. She
discusses best methods to enhance online learning using the findings.

. e SR e —
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Another motivation for online participants was the inclusion of tasks as a form of
assessment in lieu of an examination. I decided to follow the usual assessment trend in
TEFL courses, which is the inclusion of a learner portfolio of tasks. A portfolio of
evidence that comprises small, authentic tasks encourages reflection time and
experiential learning. This assessment method is supported by constructivist learning
theory that advocates PBL (Jonassen et al 1999; Ramsay & Sorrell, 2007). Bostock (in
Bach et al 2007:140), too, claims that success lies in creating an assessment that

promotes the learning philosophy of the course.

Once completed, learners can upload their tasks in the digital Drop Box page (Figure
3.10) which contains a folder of documents. It is also possible for participants to
download various other documents in the folder such as photographs, power point
presentations, reports, research articles, websites and completed essays. The facilitator,
then, views, marks and submits the tasks online via the Drop Box page. The advantages
of the Drop Box facility are that it reduces the delivery time of posted assignments and

caters for immediate feedback in distance learning.

Fig 3.10a: The Drop Box page of TEFL Online. »

ol rmny upsan e ba ! LEFL Dndines @ Do Bos - Micrasoft Inl.ern-:t tuplarer

Fle Edt  View Favms Tools Help ¥

|em5u [ [B) (] Dsomen oo @3- n | D) B

s '
Address | ] https:{fmy.unisa. ac. :afportaljstn[a-lbl:&‘la-abcz «:m oocs—a:zaecrcnacbm.rraeszesa-smum -D02d- dgasnsc__l. . Gn

E?E

"El'l‘i"‘l?w1 oo
Blogger Leatatian: L..J TEFL Online Drop Box
FAQs
Remove Checkad i Bl 1 bk | Cepy Checked
® [ Tie & Actions Access Croatod By Modifiod  Siza
O TEFL Onling Drop BOX  a4d | pevice |
Bagrdar
— ] Bell Dominigue - Dropbax Alica Goodwin- 07/08/03
o add | Revise Dave
r 71 Ingos. Javde Lyn Add | Revisse Dropbox AE Govender 07/08/06
r (3] Kol Neofap Keven Add | Revise Dropbox AE Govender 07/08/06
r~ [ Lamoracht, Nadia ada | Ravise Dropbox AE Govender 07/08/06
Le Boux, Christiaan : Dropbox Alice Goodwin- 07/08/03
| add | Revise Bevey
™1 Ms Govender : Dropbox Angela Elaine 07/08/06
~ o Add | Bevise Govender
| Nieman. Marietha i ; Dropbox Alice Goodwin- 07/08/03
r L.._l Add | Revise Davey
I~ {1 Boots, Elrieite 2dd | Bovize Dropbox AE Govender 07/08/06 5|
r— [ scbmabl. Svlvia fdd | Revise Dropbox AE Govender 07/08/06
= =
D Zia! e = ; 1 T T i R v =

¥ All participants were made aware of the use of their real names in all of the WebPages.
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3.3.3 Self-managed Learning

The norm in distance and online learning is that participants are expected to be
accountable and to take ownership for their own leamning. Along with the freedom to
choose when to learn and how to learn, participants have to be self-directed, motivated
and disciplined since online learning comes with certain responsibilities. Constructivist

theory supports a learner-centred or learner self-directed form of andragogy.

Online courses are often less structured than traditional classes (Kearsley, 2000).
They are unbound by time and space. While the design team plays a part in selecting
the WebPages and content for TEFL Online, participants are able to determine the
direction of the pilot by virtue of their participation in tasks and discussions. Knowles
advocates this aspect when he states that participants with some initial assistance
should direct themselves when ready (Saleh & Pretorius, 2006:113-114).

The asynchronous environment in TEFL Online allows participants essential time to
reflect, to make connections and to construct coherent knowledge structures.
Participants could log into the online pilot when they were ready even though there was
a work schedule available on the Schedule page (Figure 3.7). With regard to discussion
tasks, participants could post their comments when ready even though deadlines were
assigned. They could even add to the discussions at later stages. Even the materials
which were posted in four different units were available at once online. It was a
deliberate design decision to allow for participants who wish to download all the

materials at once or in stages and work through the materials as they see fit.

Allowing participants the freedom of asynchronous learning is characteristic of
flexibility in ODL practices. However, the notion of flexibility is not one of complete
openness; that is, allowing the learner to start and complete courses when he/she
desires. ODL learners need to work within scheduled assessments and structures that
allow for suitable flexibility (Evans, 1994:67-68).
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3.3.4 Interaction and Collaboration

One of the strengths of traditional face-to-face classes is the presence of a strong social
context in which participants can connect with peers and tutors. Research confirms that
participants value human contact in peer discussions and tutor guidance (Bach et al.,
2007:132-133). Social context in online learning differs from that of traditional contact
classes. In asynchronous modes participants are not connected physically at the same
time and in the same place. Nonetheless, it is still possible to create beneficial
connections using technology. Synchronous communications such as Inter-relay chat,
audio conferencing, video conferencing, web conferencing and instant messaging
connects participants and tutors in real-time but there are disadvantages such as
bandwidth®, specialised technical facilities and skills that participants and myUnisa
would need to have. In any event, these synchronous facilities are unavailable on

myUnisa.

In TEFL Online, I used the asynchronous mode of learning to create a collaborative
environment where participants interact with the content, fellow participants and the
facilitator (Saleh & Pretorius, 2006:117). Although it is important to create a
‘community of sharing’ which is an integral part of a teacher’s professional
development, connections amongst participants and between leamer and tutor are
generally negiected or absent. TEFL Online differs from traditional distance learning

because it attempts to connect participants and tutors.

Semi-collaborative activities and tools were built into the TEFL Online pilot.
Examples include a Discussion Forum page and a Blogger page. Both are threaded
discussion systems, and are also called asynchronous conferencing. They function in a
similar way. Topics and sub-topics are created by the e-facilitator, (or participant if
they wish to create a topic), and participants post messages under any topics. A

Discussion Forum page (Figure 3.11) allows participants to discuss their views on the

%5 The greater the bandwidth (the speed at which information is transferred via modem to Internet user);
the faster the data such as videos and audio text reaches the user.
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activities in the study units. On the front page it is possible to view the forums, how
many times each one was viewed, and the date, time and person responsible for the last

posting. Messages include the sender’s name, the time and date of posting.

Fig 3.11: The Discussion Forum page of TEFL Online.
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The Blogger page (Figure 3.12) included one discussion task, a case study of two
EFL lessons. Participants had to discuss the teaching techniques employed by two EFL
teachers in two separate lessons. The Blogger page worked successfully as a discussion
tool for several reasons. It was posted later in the pilot. This gave participants an
opportunity to gain confidence in using discussion tools and participating in
discussions. Secondly, after completing some of earlier discussions in language
learning, participants were able to apply their findings to the case study. Navigation is
easier in the Blogger page; participants click on the topic only once and the case study
accompanied by all the responses are shown on one page, whereas the participants had
to navigate through different topics in the Discussion Forum. All participants

contributed to the discussion task (Figure 3.13).
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The Blogger and Discussion Forum pages do not have the instant interaction
patterns and responses of traditional face-to-face classes. Instead, they employ a
delayed interaction which allows participants more reflection time for a considered
response. The facilitator also has time to consider his/her response to the benefit of
everyone. As is the case in contact classes, some participants may need more time and
to develop confidence to be able to give a considered written response (Gold, 2001).
Therefore, providing more than one platform for connection and interaction in online
learning is significant since participants learn from reading other contributions. All of
them will find their voice at some point. This is supported by Beisenbach-Lucas
(2003:36-37) who shows that online discussions such as the discussion forum and web-
blogs appealed to ‘slow’ learners or learners who wished to take time to reflect on the

task at hand.

Kamhi-Stein (2000), in her case study on Web-based bulletin board discussions,
claims that anonymity and the lack of cultural and linguistic barriers in online
discussion reduces anxiety. Face-to-face discussions are often led or dominated by
vocal participants and reticent learners are often overlooked or unheard. Alternatively,
online discussions and collaborations are driven by the needs and interest of the
learners (Kamhi-Stein, 2000). In TEFL Online, the discussion tasks were led by the
questions posted by the e-facilitator, but learners had opportunities to post their
responses at their pace and introduce new related questions if needed. The discussion
platforms in TEFL online are an attempt to foster interaction in online learning.
However, more collaborative platforms promote true and varied interaction. A
discussion platform is spatially and physically limited. It is difficult to evaluate nuance,
non-verbal cues, or to provide the quick to-and-fro spontaneous interchanges that so

often bring life and humour to the classroom.

3.3.5 Facilitated Online Learning

According to Williams and Burden (1997:40) the role of the mediator is central to

constructivist psychology of learning. Social constructivists use the term mediator for
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the teacher or guide who shapes or enhances the learner’s learning experience. They
claim that effective learning lies in the social interaction between the learner and the
mediator, the one with the expertise or higher knowledge. It follows from this that the

mediator plays a pivotal role in the learning process.

In online learning, the mediator is known as the e-tutor, e-facilitator or simply
facilitator. The significance of the role played by the online e-facilitator is supported
by Connolly and Stansfield’s suggestion that the facilitator should be available for
consultation, coaching and scaffolding by offering hints, reminders and feedback
(2007:24-26). They claim that the roles of online facilitators should be defined by four
steps, namely: modelling tasks for participants’ observation in order for them to build
conceptual models; encouraging participants to communicate their thinking; pushing

participants to explore on their own and lastly, fostering reflection skills in participants.

Connolly and Stansfield’s suggestions are evident in the TEFL Online pilot. At the
very beginning I modelled online participation with my own contribution in the
introduction link. Thereafter, participants introduced themselves. During the pilot I was
accessible for the participants via e-mail, telephone and the online discussions. I also
assisted participants with keeping abreast of their studies by posting frequent online

announcements (see Figures 3.8 and 3.9).

I posted various discussion topics with questions and scenarios that related to the
different tasks and activities in the study units. Figure 3.14 is an example of a
discussion task where participants were required to learn a minimum of eight words
and phrases in a language they do not know. The intention was for participants to
examine the various difficulties in learning a foreign language as an adult through
sharing their experiences with fellow participants. Assuming that this experience might
have been overwhelming, I listed a few leading questions to guide them in the
discussion. The questions ranged from simple at first: What language did you learn? to
more open-ended ones: What insight have you gained from this experience? In this
way, 1 encouraged participants to share their experience, to communicate their thinking,

and to reflect on their findings.
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Fig 3.14: The foreign language lesson discussion question.

Author Message
e-facilitator Share your experience of learning a foreign language with the
class by responding briefly to the following questions:
1. What language did you learn?
2. What new words/phrases did you |earn?
3. How did you feel during the lesson?

4. What insight have you gained from this experience?

The first participant {Figure 3.15) described the linguistic aspects of the language
and phrases he had been taught. He stated that he ‘felt very relaxed during the lesson...’
(and) not ‘intimidated’. He mentioned aspects of phonology and phonetics — ‘The
biggest challenge for me was adjusting my tongue and vocal chords to pronounce new
sounds, particularly the clicking sounds of the language’. He also noted the difference

between his first language and the foreign language —

A further aspect that is different from English is the use of prepositions
and verbs, which are not always spoken separately.... some words in
Xhosa are derived from English or Afvikaans ... or in some cases, there

are no Xhosa words to describe something.

The participant offered his thoughts on foreign language learning —

The process of learning a few words or phrases in another language is a
formal process that requires the assistance of a teacher or someone who
can speak the language fluently. Learning a first language is more of a
natural process and once you've picked up a basic vocabulary and
language forms it seems to develop quicker. A new language, on the
other hand, seems to take much longer to master and requires a lot of
concentration. What I learned about foreign language learning is that
it's natural to make mistakes, it's important to use the words or

sentences that you have picked up in conversation with others and it’s
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not a process you can rush. The process takes time, commitment and

patience.

From his contribution, it is possible to isolate some factors that affect language

learning, i.e. the teacher, time, commitment and patience.

The second participant mainly commented on the socio-cultural issues of the new

language

Greeting a male in NSotho is not the same as greeting a woman. Respect
for the male figure lies at the base of this difference....The bottom line: be
respectful at all times, and let it show in the way you use the foreign

language and the traditions of that culture.

Little was mentioned of language learning techniques and factors that affect learning.
When referring to his attitude during the lesson, the second participant made vague and
superficial comments stating — / had a great experience learning some greeting and

respect phrases in NSotho.

Both participants’ contributions respond to questions 1, 2 and, to some extent, 4.
Nevertheless, more depth regarding language learning techniques and the emotions
they experienced during the lesson, both of which play a crucial role, is needed. They
only offered superficial comments on these aspects. This may be understandable at this
early point in the pilot as participants are only beginning to consider aspects in

language learning.

Fig. 3.15: Responses from the first two participants.

Participant 1 I asked one of my colleagues to teach me a few basic words and
phrases in Xhosa. I felt very relaxed during the lesson because I
have worked with her for years so I was not intimidated. The
biggest challenge was adjusting my tongue and vocal chords to
pronounce new sounds, particularly the clicking sounds of the
language. A further aspect that is different from English is the use
of prepositions and verbs, which are not always spoken
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Participant 2

S

separately. For example, the phrase 'I am going to Cape Town is
Ndiya eKapa’. So the ‘am going to’ part is attached to the ‘I’ part.
Similarly, 'I am fine, thank you’ is ‘Ndiphilile, enkosi so ‘am fine’
becomes part of ‘I'. It was also interesting to note that some
words in Xhosa are derived from English or Afrikaans (such as
‘eBhayi’ for Port Elizabeth from PE’s reputation as ‘Die Baai') or in
some cases, there are no Xhosa words to describe something. She
told me how to pronounce the words and then I repeated their
pronunciation. I also tried to say the words to myself and to use
some of them with my Xhosa-speaking participants. The process
of learning a few words or phrases in another language is a formal
process that requires the assistance of a teacher or someone who
can speak the language fluently. Learning a first language is more
of a natural process and once you've picked up a basic vocabulary
and language forms it seems to develop quicker. A new language,
on the other hand, seems to take much longer to master and
requires a lot of concentration. What I learned about foreign
language learning is that it’s natural to make mistakes, it's
important to use the words or sentences that you have picked up
in conversation with others and it's not a process you can rush.
The process takes time, commitment and patience.

I had a great experience learning some greeting and respect
phrases in NSotho. Let me start with what I've learnt: language
cannot be understood apart from its cultural context. Let me
explain: Greeting a male in NSotho is not the same as greeting a
greeting a woman. ‘Tobela Tate’ and ‘Dumela Mma’, respectively.
Respect for the male figure lies at the base of this difference.
Staying with the respect issue, one inquires to the male's
wellbeing in the plural - ‘lekai tate’ - and respond in the plural.
Respect also comes in when you greet an unfamiliar person —
‘dumelang’. Respect is further attached to age. If someone is
older than you you greet with ‘Tate’ and ‘Mma’. When someone is
as old as your parents they are addressed as ‘Rakgolo’ and
‘Gugu’. Tt has been mentioned that when inquiring about how
someone is doing, respect is also fundamentally important. This
manifests itself in asking in the plural how you are: ‘lekai’ -
indicating respect for the other person and his/her family.
Beautiful, isn't it? And lastly, saying good bye. It would be
disrespectful to end a conversation if you are not the one leaving.
That could be interpreted by the other as “go now, I am through
talking to you”. The bottom line: be respectful at all times, and let
it show in the way you use the foreign language and the traditions
of that culture. I am convinced that this is the way to learn
language - not all rules and paradigms, but the way the language
"works" in real life.
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I used specific feedback techniques to enlist more focused responses (Figure 3.16).
To highlight the affective factors® in language learning, 1 requested that participants
describe their emotional state during the lesson and the learning techniques they used to
cope with the new language. To clarify my request, I referred to a similar foreign
language lesson that is used in contact TEFL courses. I hoped that this type of feedback

would lead to more in-depth reflection with regard to Questions 3 and 4 in the task.

Fig. 3.16: E-facilitator’s feedback.

e-facilitator Thank you for sharing your language learning experience, P1 and
P2. Sounds like it was fun. Inour contact TEFLA course, when we
teach trainees a foreign language, they usually go through quite a
few emotional states. They also use many different techniques to
cope with the new vocabulary such as associating a word with an
English equivalent, drawing a picture, writing them down,
repeating them several times, asking questions about the
meaning etc. I would like to know more about the various
emotions you experienced during the lesson and what techniques
you used to help you understand and remember the new
vocabulary,

This prompting elicited the following responses. Over and above describing
linguistic details, participant 3 (Figure 3.17), provided more information on how she

felt during the lesson.

Fig.3.17: Further responses.

Participant 3 A friend taught me a short dialogue for making a reservation at a
restaurant. What I had the most difficulty with is the way in which
they greet each other. For example, the first exchange in the
conversation he taught me was: ‘Dumela, ke thusa eng? E ma, o
tsogile? E, ke tsogile bjang’. Roughly translated, the second line is
‘ves ma’am, I see you have awoken’. Followed by ‘yes, I have
risen from the floor’. I found this strange because there is no
direct equivalent in English. I can see how knowing this

% Krashen and Terrell (1983) describe the affective filter as a combination of factors that contribute to
the emotional well-being of the language learner during learning. Factors such as anxiety, excitement,
stress and enthusiasm all contribute to the language leamning experience and should be considered when
teaching.

[ ——
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conversation could be useful in a specific context, provided the
person I were speaking to, knows the routine. If I were suddenly
faced with an unfamiliar question the whole dialogue would
collapse. Also, I do not know which word translates to which
English equivalent, and if I were to see a word in a different tense
or with a different subject I probably wouldn’t recognise it
because these details are attached to the word itself. However, a
first twenty-minute lesson can obviously not accommodate much
more than this. I did notice, to my dismay, that I had forgotten
more than half the dialogue by the next morning, which implies, I
think, that without repetition, practice and revision, one cannot
learn a language. Also, even though my teacher was someone I
am familiar and comfortable with, I definitely felt a degree of
anxiety. 1 felt anxious and self-conscious and did not want to
sound foolish by making a mistake or mispronouncing a word. I
think the atmosphere in a classroom is essential to putting
participants at their ease so they are willing to try out new sounds
and are not afraid to make mistakes.

It is noticeable that she focused on the ‘strangeness’ of the new language and being
‘dismayed’ at not remembering all that was learnt by the next morning. She also
mentioned that she felt a degree of ‘anxiety’ and ‘self-consciousness’ the fear of
making errors. Not all participants will experience the same emotions during their
foreign language lesson. So it was not an expectation that all the participants would
mimic each other. Variables such as the ‘teacher’ they enlisted, their own level of
confidence, and motivation during the lesson will tailor their response. The aim is not
to mimic each other in their discussions, rather to share their experiences of various
possible factors that affect foreign language learning. The considerations should
eventually culminate in effective classroom praxis as they plan, select and adapt

effective teaching techniques to counter-balance affective factors

Facilitation plays a vital role in discussions. Even social constructivist discussions
need to be monitored and guided by the facilitator. Guided facilitation endorses
discovery learning approach. That is, if the idea is to promote an enriched reflection
cycle the facilitator needs to lead the participants to discover the meaning through
interaction and discussion. Facilitation, rather than telling, is closer to the true
principles of ODL. However, successful facilitation can only occur once participants

are present and willing to be lead.
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3.3 The Implementation Phase

The design and development phases (including a few revisions) of the TEFL Online
pilot were completed by the first week in August 2007. Participants were able to log
into the project site by 10 August 2007.

The course lasted four weeks and allowed participants to participate asynchronously.
During the pilot, participants could contact the e-facilitator for any TEFL enquiries and
the technical coordinator for any technical or website enquiries. I initiated the e-
learning with e-mail announcements to participants to inform them of their acceptance,
and the official opening of the TEFL Online site. Participants were provided with a
folder in the Drop Box page which enabled them to submit electronic tasks. Over four
weeks participants logged onto the site, downloaded the study units and participated in
the Discussion Forum and Blogger pages asynchronously. Participation varied from

participant to participant.

The WebPages were revised during the implementation phase. The first active
participant to participate in the discussion forum created his own discussion forum that
was separate from the ones listed on the page yet related to the same activities.
Therefore, I sent reminders of how to access and answer the activities in the discussion
forum with an example of my own. I added my own contributions to the first few
discussion activities prompted by the first participant’s eagerness. After this example, I
soon realised that ongoing revisions were part and parcel of online learning and

teaching courses.

Facilitating the e-learning process is not my area of expertise. Therefore I employed
a trial and error approach while keeping an e-facilitator’s journal of my online duties.
For example, I would log onto the site twice daily, in the morning and in the late
afternoon and note the duties I performed. These may be sending out announcements,
responding to participants’ enquiries or monitoring and offering comments in the

Discussion Forum.
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I experienced a sense of anxiety’’ at the onset and wrapping up of the online pilot.
Initially, participants were reluctant to contribute to the Discussion Forum. This
prompted me to contact the participants via e-mail. I also added an ‘introduction’ forum
to the Discussion Forum page which was a short biography of myself and asked the
participants to do the same. The personal e-mails and introduction successfully
prompted most of the participants into action. They participated in the ‘introduction’
forum and the other discussion topics. I also discovered through initial facilitation that
two of the participants were unable to continue with the pilot beyond logging on only
twice because they experienced difficulties with Internet connections. Towards the end,
even though participation in the discussions was rife, the summative tasks proved to be
less popular. Not all the participants submitted their tasks. Again I sent out e-mails via
the online announcement system to little avail. Only four participants in submitted their
tasks, one of whom submitted only one task. Factors that may have contributed to the

uneven participation are discussed in Chapter 4.

On conclusion of the pilot the participants completed an evaluation questionnaire in
which they described their experience of the TEFL Online pilot. The information

collected from the questionnaires is discussed in Chapter 4.

¥ This reaction is similar to the participants’ reaction during the pilot.
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Chapter 4: Evaluating TEFL Online

4.1 The Evaluation Phase of TEFL Online

The fourth phase in design-based research is the evaluation phase. Findings are drawn
from a variety of evaluation methods including surveys, case studies, interviews,
comparative analysis, expert reviews, and reflections from the designers and
researchers (Wang & Hannafin, 2005). In most cases, where a new design artefact is
involved, retrospective analysis and formative evaluation are employed. In this study
the TEFL Online pilot was evaluated and analysed at the formative and summative

stages.

Data in the evaluation phase was collected from a triangulation of research
instruments, namely an investigation of approaches for TEFL Online, questioxmaires28
and interviews® with participants, responses from external observers and reflections
from the researcher and designer of the pilot. The data collected was examined for
qualitative purposes to highlight the participants’ perspectives, the external observers’
views, and to examine the researcher’s reflections on the strengths and weaknesses of
TEFL Online. The findings emerging from the data focus on answering the main
research questions concerning the development of self-reflective language practitioners
in an online environment and the constraints arising when implementing an online

TEFL through an LMS.

Two external observers reviewed the TEFL Online pilot, one prior to the

implementation and one on completion of the pilot. The first, an experienced TEFL

% See example of the questionnaire in Appendix 2.

2 . . . . . o o o

® Interviews followed the questions in the questionnaires and participants were asked to expand if the
answers were vague.
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teacher trainer, reviewed the content of the pilot, and then navigated through the project
site as a ‘trial student’. The second external observer, with experience in online
learning and learning development, reviewed the website at a summative stage. Their

comments are similar with only marginal differences.

These reviews were added to my reflections as designer, researcher and online
facilitator of the pilot. In most design-based research, researchers assume the dual
function of being both designers and researchers in order to reflect on and implement
interventions that advance the pragmatic and theoretical aims of the artefact. In this
way, design, research and practice are intrinsically linked (Wang & Hannafin, 2005).
Consequently, my reflections constitute a critical meta-discourse, which mirror the
processes of self-reflexivity desired from TEFL trainees, and which are arguably

intrinsic to the nature and function of best-practice, online course-design.

4.2 Evaluating the Design Guidelines

I used the constructivist design guidelines proposed in Chapter 2 as evaluative criteria
for TEFL Online. Overall, these guidelines were not fully realised in the pilot even
though attempts were made to emulate them in design and implementation. The
following section critically discusses the successes and failings of the design of TEFL

Online.

4.2.1 Outcomes

The responses from the external observers and participants indicated that the desired
outcomes of the TEFL pilot were realistic and achievable for a short introductory
course. The outcome of the pilot was to familiarise participants with concepts in TEFL
by encouraging them to consider and to reflect on foreign language learning and

teaching.
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As the statements below show, participants agreed that the pilot had alerted them to

ideas and viewpoints in the field of learning and teaching language:

Participant 1: It was an interesting way to introduce participants to the basic principles

or concepts in English language teaching.3 0

Participant 2: I found the alignment of outcomes, activities and assessment effective

that is all one needs for successful learning.

Participant 3: Due to the nature and the length of the course it was not possible to go
into great depth. However, I felt what was covered was excellent for an introductory

course such as this one.

Participant 4: Even though I didn't have the time to finish all the tasks, from the
materials, the tasks and the discussions I discovered more about language teaching and

learning. I had litile idea of this field before TEFL Online.

Participant 5: The materials and tasks were very effective in introducing basic concepts

in language learning and teaching.

Participant 6: As I worked through the materials, the activities and discussions, I began
to think about the various aspects of language learning. It's not as straightforward as I

thought it would be.

Participant 7: TEFL Online provides students with knowledge and skills that can serve

as a foundation for further studies in language teaching.

It appears that all participants were alerted to ideas in language learning and
teaching. For most, the pilot was an introduction to basic concepts, rather than a

complete programme. Nevertheless, the pilot provoked thought — I began fo think

3 The names of the participants are omitted and their comments are in italics throughout Chapter 3 and
4.
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about the various aspects of language learning — and discovery — I had little idea of
this field before TEFL Online. Crucially, several other factors are mentioned such as
time, activities and discussions. Moreover, the comment — [t’s not as straightforward
as I thought it would be — indicates the extent to which the participants were

challenged.

However, without specific and reliable assessment criteria, it is impossible to
determine to which extent the pilot’s outcomes were achieved. If the outcome is
familiarisation with language learning and teaching through reflection, then we cannot
rely solely on the submission of written or oral tasks as an end product as this would be
tantamount to endorsing objectivist or behaviouristic means of assessment. Summative
tasks do not test the development of critical reflection skills as the finished product is
not always a means to an end. Rather, assessment that is informed by the constructivist
principles needs to focus on the processes through which the outcomes were met (Gold,
2001; Hamilton et al 2004). While this may be easier within a contact situation where
all participants’ contributions can be assessed continuously, in the online pilot I had to
rely on evidence which emerged from the discussion forums. This evidence is
inherently limited because it is primarily written and does not arise from face-to-face

discursive, dialogic interactions in real time.

Notwithstanding this constraint, evidence of reflection is apparent in the
participants’ contributions in online discussions. For example, in the discussion task
from unit 1, participants began to examine their existing knowledge and assumptions
on language learning. Figure 4.1 illustrates the discussion question I posted relating to
the study unit on first language acquisition. While reviewing the participants’
contributions to the discussions, I had to reflect on my own motivations and intentions
in framing the learning experience. The idea was to encourage participants to discuss
their thoughts about, and experiences of, children learning their first language. I
deliberately posted a personalised situation of a baby learning language from her
parents. My reasons were twofold: to ease participants into a contextualised online
discussion (I knew that they had never tried discussion forums before), and to engage

participants. The latter is a conventional technique in EFL learning and TEFL. Trainers
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set up real-life situations to encourage trainee interaction®'. In the situation, I included

aspects of language learning such as the role of mother:

At the first sign of Hannah’s baby talk, her mum repeatedly said the word
‘Mum' to Hannah while pointing to herself, Whenever Hannah reached
out for the book, her mum would utter, ‘You want your book? This is

your book. Hannah say book’, with emphasis on the word book.

I mentioned the role of repetition and reinforcement:

Her mum repeatedly said the word ‘Mum’ to Hannah while pointing to
herself. her mum would utter, ‘You want your book? This is your book.

Hannah say book’, with emphasis on the word book.

I also included the father’s ignorance of language learning through his absence or rather

his inactive role:

Hannah's dad is quite dismayed that Hannah hasn't yet uttered the word
‘Daddy’. Every time, Hannah says ‘Mama’, he moans; ‘Hannah Daddy

is here too?’

3! This technique of using real-life situations in learning and teaching falls under the Communicative
approach where language leaming is always contextualised. Richards and Rodgers (1992) provides a
detailed explanation of this approach.
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Fig. 4.1: Discussion task from Unit 1: Activity 1.3

E-facilitator

My 10 month-old niece, Hannah's first words were ‘Mama’ and
‘book’. At the first sign of Hannah’s baby talk, her mum repeatedly
said the word ‘Mum’ to Hannah while pointing to herself. After a
few weeks Hannah said her second word - ‘book’. When Hannah
received her first baby book, she bit straight into it like all babies
do when faced with something new and colourful. Whenever
Hannah reached out for the book, her mum would utter, *You want
your book? This is your book. Hannah say book’, with emphasis on
the word book. Hannah’s dad is quite dismayed that Hannah hasn’t
yet uttered the word ‘Daddy’. Every time, Hannah says ‘Mama’, he
moans; ‘Hannah Daddy is here too?’

1. Why do you think Hannah’s first words were ‘Mama’ and ‘book’
and not ‘Daddy’?

2. How do children learn the meanings of new words?

Participants responded to the discussion question with important factors in language

learning (Figure 4.2) derived from their knowledge and experience. The first participant

mentioned the role of repetition, reinforcement and association in language learning:

I think the key word is repetition.... Hannah heard the word repeatedly

and then

made an association between that word and her mother.

Perhaps the more Hannah used the words, the more she understood their

meaning because she was receiving reinforcement from her mother.

The second participant reiterated the initial responses and expanded with the role of

the mother and the child’s ability to imitate language utterances:

I agree with P1! It is definitely because of repetition and reinforcement.

P1 mentioned the mother's ‘conscious effort’ to teach her baby.... .They

are good at imitating.

In addition, she discussed the influential role of exposure in language acquisition: but I

think children will ‘acquire’ their first language if they are exposed to it - even if no

conscious effort to teach it to them is involved.

T
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While both participants agreed that children learn words through associating them

with concrete objects, participant two questioned the learning of abstract terms such as

conjunctions and adverbs which cannot be associated with something concrete;

I also agree with Pl's suggestion of association between a word and an

object. But what about words such as ‘and’, ‘now’, 'or’ etc. There surely

are more questions than answers!”

Fig. 4.2: Responses from participants to discussion task from Unit 1.

Participant 1

Participant 2

I think the key word is repetition. Hannah's mother made a
conscious effort to teach her the word ‘mum’. So Hannah heard the
word repeatedly and then made an association between that word
and her mother. Perhaps the more Hannah used the words, the
more she understood their meaning because she was receiving
reinforcement from her mother.

I agree with P1! It is definitely because of repetition and
reinforcement. P1 mentioned the mother's "conscious effort" to
teach her baby, but I think children will "acquire" their first
language if they are exposed to it - even if no conscious effort to
teach it to them is involved. Am I right? I think the meaning of new
words are learnt in a very concrete way - by letting children do
certain things (e.g. ‘give the toy to me’) or by giving instructions
(e.g. ‘smile!’, ‘eat your porridge!’, ‘drink your milk!"). They are
good at imitating. I also agree with P1's suggestion of association
between a word and an object. But what about words such as ‘and’,
‘now’, ‘or’ etc. There surely are more questions than answers!

In the ensuing responses, participants continued a similar thread of discussion.

Participant three mentioned the notion of an innate language ability which assists

children in learning abstract concepts — ... perhaps they have an innate language

ability as well which could explain children's ability to use conjunctions, pronouns and

prepositions correctly. Participant four expanded on the innate language ability with

supporting evidence and an example:

According to psychiatrists, children up to the age of thirteen have an

excellent ability to learn a language, be it first, second or later language.

Thus, I say, an English child brought up by a Chinese family would have
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no difficulty in learning Chinese, provided that heishe is still young

enough.
She also added other interesting contributions to language learning;:

... Stimulation is needed to make it exciting for the child to learn how to
communicate.... Environment plays a great part as well. All one’s senses

(perhaps excluding the 6th) play a valuable part in language learning.

Similarly, other responses expanded on previous participants’ contributions, and
added further questions. I, as the e-facilitator, contributed to their responses by
affirming appropriate responses and then providing leading questions to direct their
discussion towards more factors in language learning. At this stage, it was not
necessary to direct participants to various theories of language learning because their

own observations concurred with contemporary research.”

3 Chomsky claims that children are born with an innate language ability. Children are able to produce
grammatically accurate structures without being taught the complexities of syntax, word order,
prepositions, conjunctions etc. In Applied Linguistics, Skinner claims that children learn languages when
exposed to it. The combination of these two views has led to the ‘Critical Hypothesis Period’ theory. It
proposes that children can easily learn any language with all its complexities between the age of 0-13
years through stimuli and their innate ability. If language input occurs only after that period, the child
will never achieve a full command of the language. See Chomsky’s views on language learning in
Language and Responsibility, (1979), and Language and learning: The Debate between Jean Piaget and
Noam Chomsky, (Piattelli-Palmarini, Massimo, ed.1980), and Skinner’s views in Verbal Behavior, 1957.
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Fig. 4.3: Further responses from participants to discussion task from Unit 1.

Participant 3 I agree that children will acquire their first language if they are
exposed to it. But perhaps they have an innate language ability as
well which could explain children's ability to use conjunctions,
pronouns and prepositions correctly.

Participant 4 Sorry for logging now, our server was down yesterday. In any
event, while I agree with my fellow learners that learning a language
is mostly about repetition, association and reinforcement through
conscious effort, one perhaps needs to consider that other factors
also play a role in language learning. Firstly, stimulation is needed to
make it exciting for the child to learn how to communicate (that is
what language is about - to successfully communicate and interact)
and through communication to discover new things. Examples,
persons, pictures, objects etc. Environment plays a great part as
well. All one’s senses (perhaps excluding the 6th) play a valuable
part in language learning. (Even though hearing-restricted children
can still learn a language, they are at a clear disadvantage against
the ability to hearing-children) Children do not need to be taught
language, provided they are surrounded by it and talked
(communicated) to. Age and experience also play a great role.
According to psychiatrists, children up to the age of thirteen have an
excellent ability to learn a language, be it first, second or later
language. Thus, I say, an English child brought up by a Chinese
family would have no difficulty in learning Chinese, provided that
he/she is still young enough. It is with us adults where the problem
lies.

It is quite clear that participants contributed opinions, drawn from personal
experience, on how infants learn their first language. The responses show an attempt to
reflect on children learning languages. Interestingly, although the ‘real-life’ situation
was carefully designed, there was, no explanation of significant factors that contribute
to language learning in the study unit. In the discussion, participants deduced
influential language learning factors by elaborating on each other’s responses.
Arguably, these discussions display the beginnings of reflection through interaction

with content, fellow participants and the tutor.

However, reflection needs to be situated in practical outcomes. True and successful
reflection materialises into appropriately altered action. This means using the

knowledge gained in discussions about language learning to plan and later effect
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language teaching practice. According to Ur’s model, active experimentation evolves
out of reflection. In this pilot, participants have only begun stage 1 of Ur’s enriched
reflection model. In an extended pilot or a full TEFL Online other stages would be

included.

Certain study units and tasks explore aspects of language teaching. Participants were
encouraged to consider the effect of language learning on teaching. They did this by
comparing, examining and later discussing three EFL lesson plans in the Discussion
Forum and by discussing a case study involving the teaching techniques of two EFL
teachers in the Blogger page®. Since discussions were not founded or informed by
actual EFL teaching practice, they tend to be superficial. To grapple with the teaching
of a foreign language, the trainees not only need to consider the language learning
process, but they also need to experiment with teaching environments that will foster
language learning. An introductory pilot such as TEFL Online scratches the surface of
ELT pedagogy in theory and practice. In Chapter 5, I consider ways in which an online
TEFL course could offer opportunities for TEFL teacher trainees to put their ideas and

reflections into practice.

4.2.2 Participation in TEFL Online

Learner motivation was considered in the design of TEFL Online. But, based on the
completion rate it seems that participants were not fully involved. Although
participants appreciated the asynchronous learning aspect of online learning which
granted them the ability to learn — in their (your) own time and at their (your) own
pace — they displayed varying degrees of commitment. Only four participants
submitted the required tasks. In retrospect, higher levels of completion might be

achieved in a course for which participants register and pay, rather than volunteer.

Moreover, time management was clearly a problem. Participants suggested that:

% See EFL lessons in Blogger page in Figure 3.12 and on CD.
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Online learning has unique demands on the student — time-management

. and the ability to explore independently, and: A course like this
requires discipline on the side of the student because there is no one
else to urge them on. However, visiting the website does increase the

feeling of being supported.

Another who did not complete the tasks said:

I only managed to complete some of the tasks because I did not realise
beforehand how demanding an online course would be. There is no time
for procrastination. If a group discussion is going on, you will have to
participate immediately — you can’t leave it for later — when you have
morve time. I haven't studied for a long time and found it very hard to
get into the ‘study mode’ again. The fact that there is no examination at
the end of the course made me a bit relaxed. If there were an exam, 1

wouldn 't have taken it so casually.

While yet another confessed that:

Being a part-time student and having a full-time job made it difficult
when I had to work late. I didn’t always have time for everything as I

had to work on Saturdays as well. Time was the only true predicament.

2008

Clearly, self-management was a problem. The low level of completion also suggests

that the design may need attention. More personalisation and creativity may improve

participation especially since participants responded well to the personalised features of

the pilot. In future manifestations the possibilities for personalisation of trainers and

trainees could be expanded. In addition, the course designers will have to consider how,

appropriate {proactive) facilitation could maintain motivation.
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The problem of varied learner commitment is not exclusive to TEFL Online.
Inordinately high drop-out rates are a universal concern in online learning. Research,
by Engvig (2006), Duncan (2005), and Heydenrych and Louw™ (2006), indicates that
lack of continued participant commitment afflicts most innovative online courses. Since
continued involvement of e-participants and e-facilitators is necessary for the success
of any online course, more needs to done to find design and pedagogical elements that

improve and maintain commitment.

Engvig (2006:51) suggests that constant evaluation and revision is crucial to
improving on learner participation. Additionally, an online pre-screening test®® at the
outset may assist in sifting committed online participants from browsers. An example
of this would be a simple questionnaire that potential participants complete online to
determine whether the course is suitable for them. However, these interventions may
not be adequate. The general perception of online learning should be investigated.
Responses from participants show that they approached the course casually and did not
expect the demanding workload. If this is the general perception, then online learning
will be plagued with participation and commitment problems until attitudes to it are

changed by design or experience.

Online courses are often seen as a ‘fast track’ method to delivery, whereas more
correctly may last longer than traditional contact courses and involve greater input.
Cavanaugh (2005) reports that online courses involve more planning time than contact
taught courses since they require time for research, design, development, and
facilitation time for individual attention to each participant® during the course. Online

courses also need to factor in extra time for firsi-time online learners, who may have to

* Macleod, in Heydenrych and Louw, notes that e-learning ventures at Oxford University, (New York
Online, Virtual Temple and the University of Maryland University College Online), failed to attract
sufficient learners and as a consequence, bowed cut of the online delivery of courses.

% See an example of a placement test for online courses at Hudson Valley Community College at
hitps:/fwww.hvee.edu/di/dlquiz.bun

*7 In Cavanaugh’s case study on time comparisons in teaching online, he discovered that teaching online
involved as much as three times more time than contact courses due t0 much needed individuat attention
for online participants.
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learning before they can proceed. Participants who experience technical problems will

also need time to catch up.
4.2.3 Interaction and Collaboration

The external observers rated the tasks in TEFL Online as authentic and true to the
experiential learning nature of language teacher training. Attempts were made to
interweave real-life, authentic tasks which require participants to investigate language
learning and discuss their findings afterwards. For example, Tasks 1 and 2 involved
practical research (interviewing a foreign language speaker and learning a foreign
language respectively), both of which promote social constructivist, problem-solving
thinking.

Similar tasks are provided in contact TEFL courses, but because of the contact
nature, they are easier to administer. Trainees are exposed to foreign language learners
in their TP component and so can investigate characteristics of foreign language
learning through interaction with learners. This aspect is not as convenient for online
trainees since they have to depend on their own resources. In TEFL Online I asked
participants to locate foreign language speakers and interview them. Online course
design has to re-configure effective methods of involving trainees in tasks that promote

similar outcomes to those obtained through contact tuition.
Participants, too, appreciated the practical nature of the tasks. They claimed that the:

... pilot addressed both the theoretical needs as well as the practical
needs of students. We now not only understand e.g. the problem of
learning a new language, we can do something useful with that
knowledge in a real-world context.... The developers of the course
ensured thus that learning was not narrow, behaviouristic and devoid of

critical thought.

Participants agreed with the practical, non-behaviouristic approach of the materials and

tasks in the pilot:
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What I liked about the materials is that they really made me think about
things. The task in which I had to ask someone to teach me a few words
in a foreign language made me realise how difficult it is to learn a
language.... (the materials) forced us to use application, analysis,

synthesis and evaluation skills as well.

Even though the tasks were true to constructivist learning, I must concede that more
could have been done in terms of collaborative learning. The Wiki page®’, which had
the potential of involving participants in collaborative essays and research, was under
construction and therefore unavailable. The inclusion of this form of collaboration may
have augmented the ‘community of learning’ necessary in social constructivist online
learning and could have sustained the participant’s commitment. New online tools that
promote collaboration and interaction over and above a surface engagement are needed
in the online design of courses if true engagement is an essential step in the learning

process.

The tasks employed in TEFL Online fostered the beginnings of experiential learning
in participants. For a true enriched reflection cycle of learning in TEFL, trainees need
to apply findings from their investigations to real-life EFL classes and to learn through
watching a critiquing each other in training situations. In Chapter 5, I will suggest ways

in which authentic class-based tasks can be included in a comprehensive TEFL course.
4.2.4 Facilitated Learning
Facilitation and feedback from the e-facilitator is essential in online learning.

Participants and observers remarked positively about the support and comments from

the e-facilitator:

3 A wiki is software that allows users to easily create, edit, and link pages together. Wikis are often used
to create collaborative websites and to power community websites. These wiki websites are often also
referred to as wikis; for example, Wikipedia is one of the best-known wikis.
80O Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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I really appreciated the feedback I received throughout and ... received
great support from the instructor, (who was) always available to answer

questions even on the phone and send updates.

The external observers agreed that the feedback provided to participants was fitting
for online learning. They thought that the tone and the use of a different colour was an
appropriate design feature since it distinguished the e-facilitator’s input from that of the

participants’.

I utilised deliberate feedback techmiques in facilitation. In the discussions, I
commented generally after a few participants’ responses and used leading questions to
encourage further investigation. When I reviewed the submitted tasks, I commented on
specific points and then generally®® (Figure 4.3). The technique of ‘not telling the
participants what to do or say’ but instead, leading them to the answers is termed
scaffolding. This type of teacher supervision is supported by Randall and Thornton™.
They claim that the role of the advisor is to assist trainees in ‘seeing the pattern and
then to interpret the pattern in a principled way’ (2001:51). According to this, my
typical response to Task 2 (Figure 4.4) may not be sufficient.

Fig: 4.4: Feedback to Task 2.

e-Facilitator: Feedback to Task 2:

Well done. Your essay displayed valuable research into the field of language
acquisition and learning. You highlighted some principal differences and
similarities between the two aspects. Read the comments in 'the margin and the
feedback below for more ideas.

3% One of the submitted tasks is included as Appendix 4.
¥ Mick Randall and Barbara Thomton’s view of supervision in teacher training is informed by Wallace’s
reflective practice cycle of leaming and teaching. e
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Young (2006), for instance, indicates that the role of the e-facilitator is vitally
important in the success of online learning. She stresses that this is not just a simple

practice of monitoring and providing feedback. Instead, Young claims that:

An e-facilitator must be effectively and actively involved in every activity,
communicate well, offer flexibility, provide meaningful and practical
connections between theory and practice, and is committed to doing what is
necessary to make an online course effective. This includes communicating with

the students in a consistent, thoughtful and personal way (2006:74-75).

Duncan (2005) concurs with Young’s view that the e-facilitator needs to be constant
and vigilant in managing online courses. She maintains that the main drawback of
asynchronous learning is the assumption that it may be easier to overlook some
participant’s questions and comments or not provide immediate feedback because the
class is not in real-time. This assumption leads to a build-up of frustration on the
participant’s part and may even provoke de-motivation. She claims that ‘although an
issue may be buried, if it is unresolved it remains an issue’ in asynchronous learning

(2005:890).

Personal feedback to every participant for every discussion and task requires
specialised skills in addition to being time-consuming. Moreover, online feedback may
have to be structured more innovatively than the generic-type comment in Figure 4.4.
Indeed, online facilitation may require us to rethink the ways in which we respond to
and evaluate student work. Within an online environment, the value of unspecific
comments is questionable. Further, electronic text communication (which emulates the
marking of a printed answer or essay} does not allow the facilitator to convey subtleties
and nuances through shifts in intonation and expression or to encourage deeper
examination by the trainee. By contrast, responses that are captured by audio and video
may, literally and figuratively, talk directly to the issue. Thus while it may seem that
the facilitation of the pilot was relatively easy for one person to undertake as there were
only ten participants, bigger groups and more apposite commentary will require
additional time and effort. This needs to be catered for in the design of the course. E-

facilitators must understand constructivist theory and online leamning strategies to
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formulate suitable feedback, that is, to know how and when to facilitate successful

constructivist online learning.

4.2.5 Technical Issues

Several technical issues became apparent during the design, development and
implementation of TEFL Online. Primarily, there were limitations to TEFL Online as a
result of the fundamental design features of the LMS. These constraints include limited
access, difficult tools, the lack of collaborative activities and multi-media, where the

latter is due to limitations on the bandwidth.

A high proportion of the criticisms of TEFL Online centre on the LMS. These
include unattractive layout, difficult tools, poor navigation, poorly threaded
discussions, lack of collaborative tasks, and an inability to host web-based materials.
Unfortunately, little can be done to an existing LMS, unless the entire design is
reconsidered. Alternative Learning Management Systems such as Moodle and
ACollab™ could be investigated. I would argue, though, that the solution does not lie in
replacing one LMS with another. Instead, universities intending to embark on online
learning may have to interrogate the suitability of all their systems in terms of
pedagogy, feasibility, accessibility and cost. From this perspective, the software and
design capabilities of learning websites — to cater for multiple sophisticated functions
that engage participants and host a constructivist mode of learning and teaching —
merely poses technological and economic challenges. Reconfiguring institutional

attitudes and behaviours is far more daunting.

% Moodle is a popular LMS for online courses for teachers and ACollab is a LMS that hosts various

collaborative tasks. See www.e-leamingcentre.co.uk for more information on both LMS's,
83 Teaching English as a Foreign Language: Bridging the Gap in Online Distance
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4.3 Key findings

The following section examines the responses to the research questions of this study.

4.3.1 How can we effectively train reflective language practitioners through online

learning and teaching?

The TEFL Online pilot was designed and implemented as an attempt to respond to the
need to increase access to language teacher training by using online methodologies.
Leaming and teacher-training pedagogy indicates that TEFL courses should aim to
produce reflective teacher trainees (Wallace, 2001; Ur, 2004). While attempts towards
designing a pilot that would foster self-reflective trainees were made, on the whole,

reflection amongst participants was difficult to measure given the scope of the pilot.

A major limitation of this study was the sample population and size. Including and
observing a wider demographic of participants in an online TEFL course is essential to
determine the efficacy of this method as a delivery and learning mechanism. At the
same time, there are limitations to the number of participants a facilitator can
effectively support in a constructivist framework (Gold, 2001:54; Duncan, 2005;
Engvig, 2006 and Little et al 2005:360).

The results of this research study are inconclusive since only a segment of a TEFL
course was designed for online learning and teaching. An introductory pilot that does
not include teaching practice cannot effectively bring about behavioural changes to the
Jong-term practices of trainee teachers. Teachers need to put into practise what they
have explored in theory. This translates to experimenting with theoretical concepts in
teaching practice and developing concrete evidence out of retrospective reflection. In
this way, language teacher trainees are able to apply Ur’s (2004) enriched reflection

cycle of learning.
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4.3.2 What constraints emerge when implementing an online TEFL course through

a Learning Management System?

Utilising a LMS for the delivery of online courses has advantages and disadvantages.
Issues such as difficult navigation, poor format in discussion forums, difficult website
tools, lack of online interactive, collaborative activities and web-based materials are
technical and pedagogical consequences of a limited LMS. While the former three
constraints can be improved upon through technical adaptations, the last two affect the
foundational design of the LMS and this may be beyond the control of a single course,
far less a pilot. The design features are decided on and controlled by an ICT team
influenced by the needs of the university. Ultimately, updating and adapting the LMS is
only part of the solution. Failing that, hosting TEFL Online through a separate, suitable
website may prove to be the answer. While the latter may seem a likely solution, a new

website will have cost and design implications.

At the same time it is important to stress that a comprehensive unified LMS may not
be a panacea for all online learning and teaching, especially ODL courses. In UNISA’s
case, myUnisa is an intervention that connects courses and learners, not learners and
learners or learners and tutors, effectively. Its main strength lies in the delivery of
UNISA’s electronic distance courses. In this way, it does not uphold ODL ideals which
focus on the learner and as a result, is unsuitable for TEFL in general. Successfully
delivering an interrogative, exploratory TEFL at UNISA is not simply a matter of
tinkering with the LMS. Rather, an institutional shift to best practice ODL is crucial.

To take this argument one step further, we need to realise that a ‘one size fits all’
LMS is not a suitable solution to the requirements of TEFL simply because education
moulded to technology is intrinsically weaker than technology that is designed for
specific educative purposes. Research from Samarawickrema and Stacey (2007) in
using an LMS at Monash University in Australia, by way of illustration, suggests that
an adoption of a single, unified LMS is strongly motivated by top-down, authority
directives, economic and political imperatives. It is not always motivated by using
technology to enhance learning and teaching. Therefore, changing the LMS will only
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solve superficial problems, when the real challenge is to align university practices with

contemporary ODL principles.

If we are to create and administer an online TEFL course informed by constructivist
principles, then we need to create an online platform that not only supports this kind of
thinking, but is supported by the institute administering it. The solution does not lie in
creating a course that bends to a pre-dominantly behaviouristic style of thinking and
working. There needs to be a fundamental shift in the learning and teaching model.
This necessitates a new vision of the relationship between the tutor and the learner with
change in focus from bureaucratic and academic convenience to serving learners ina

flexible, individualised, contextualised, proactive and supportive way.
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Chapter 5: Blue-sky Thinking for TEFL Online

"Clone sheep not Internet courses.""

5.1. Conclusions from TEFL Online

The design-based research for this pilot has several theoretical and practical
applications. The challenges which mark the design, development and evaluation
phases are thought-provoking and provide insights into both TEFL and ODL. In the
specific instance of UNISA, the misalignment or gap between the LMS and best
practice ODL is apparent. Not only is myUnisa an inadequate medium for ODL, but it
could be argued that the tuition and administrative systems of the University as a whole
fail to meet the requirements of a meaningful, relevant, interactive, scaffolded, efficient

learning environment.

Reconceptualising UNISA is not the task of the dissertation. Similarly, a more-
detailed longitudinal study of TEFL Online in order to accumulate valid, reliable and
in-depth quantitative and qualitative results would have to precede further
implementation. This would entail developing an online course that includes the
theoretical and practical components of TEFL, implementing it several times over a

longer period, and testing it on measurable focus groups of participants.

This study claims that constructivist theory is an appropriate point of departure for

online teacher training courses (and for best practice ODL). Many researchers (Gold,

4! This slogan is taken from a picket line where the faculty of York University in Toronto carried signs
that read: “Televisions don’t teach, people do” and “Clone sheep, not Internet courses™. The strike which
lasted 55 days was reported in Jeffrey R. Young, “Canadian University Promises IT Won't Require
Professors to Use Technology,” CHE, 3 October, 1997:A3. Fuchs (1998:191) introduces his article on
The Promise and Challenge of New Technologies in Higher Education with this story.
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2001; Gulati, 2004; De Villiers, 2007; Jonassen et al 1999; Hamilton et al 2004;
Windschitl, 2002; Bailey, 2006; Brookfield, 1995; Williams & Burden, 1997, and Ur,
2004) assert, and the TEFL Online pilot shows, that a successful constructivist online
course promotes the construction of knowledge and skills through interactions with
peers, tutors and content. Participants integrate ‘received knowledge’ with ‘existing
knowledge’ through discussions with peers and tutors, experimentation, investigation,
and reflection. In this respect, the foundation on which the design is based is crucial to

successful online learning.

Everything in the online TEFL course must serve the educational approach
including the online platform. From this study it is obvious that myUnisa is based on
second generation distance learning and is not designed according to constructivist
principles. Learning Management Systems such as myUnisa augment traditional
approaches of distance courses without fundamentally changing the way distance
education is delivered to their leamners (Heydenrych & Louw, 2006:19; Peters, 1998).
The platform immediately limits and compromises any implementation of
constructivist instructional design. The fact that other LMSs have far more advanced
capabilities suggests that they may be a route towards better praxis*. The common
denominator amongst these LMSs is that they host a greater bandwidth than myUnisa
and offer more potential for collaborative learning by hosting videos, chats and

synchronous classes; all of which are appealing and necessary for TEFL Online.

Nevertheless, 1 have claimed that the solution does not lie in simply replacing
myUnisa with another LMS. Instead, it lies in adopting educational and administrative
practices that promote the core values of both ODL and TEFL. In the context of

UNISA, these would entail a fundamental re-visioning and restructuring of the

2 See several examples of Learning Management Systems on the e-learning Centre Homepage:
http://www.e-leamingcentre.co.uk/eclipse/vendors/campusportals. htm. AlefMentor offers a flexible
platform for instructors, administrators, learners and consumers who wish to create, update, and select
courses. Similarly, more than 3,300 leading colleges, universities and K-12 schools around the world use
Blackboard’s software for online teaching and learning (see htip:/www blackboard.com). Other
examples are ClassCampus, CyberExtension and iTunes.
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organisation’s business and tuition models. More crucially, a major shift would have to
occur in the mindsets of learners and faculty as new roles and responsibilities would
necessarily accompany institutional, educational and technological realignment. A
blue-sky scenario for TEFL online is, then, not merely a research exercise, but also an
important indicator of the steps which will have to be taken if UNISA is to remain

globally competitive as a credible and effective ODL university.

5.1.1 A Paradigm Shift towards ODL

ODL involves a paradigm shift from the traditional mode of learning and teaching by
emphasising the role of the leamer in effective learning (Trindade et al 2000; Snell et al
1987; Evans & Nations, 1989 and Evans, 1994). Traditional pedagogy positions the
educator at the helm of learning, steering the ship of knowledge to the learner. The
learner is seen as an empty ‘reservoir’ to be filled by the educator’s knowledge and
experience. Educators and course developers, to some extent, work in the dark,
developing products for learners they do not know and with whom they will probably
never interact. As a consequence, one-dimensional courses are developed to suit all
contexts and all learners. These culminate in a printed teaching package, that is
delivered by mail or, in some cases, over the Internet. In this way, distance universities
are no different to rigid industrialised organisations where the mass production of
structured, traditional courses, according to the economies of the assembly line, is
paramount. As a result, learners are objectified (Annand, 2007). Quality is sacrificed

for quantity.

Within the university-as-industry model, educators are at the top of the hierarchy,
creating content that filters down to learners at the bottom (Figure 5.1). The power
imbalance is apparent and the distance created is a necessary divide to maintain
academic and disciplinary authority. This power dynamic is ironic given that learners
outnumber educators and courses. It is learners who necessitate existence of education.
Rather that being treated as ‘the other’ their presence needs to be fully integrated into

all aspects of educational processes and institutions.
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Fig: 5.1: The hierarchy of tutors and learners in traditional distance education.

Empowerment, not disempowerment, is a central tenet in education. In any given
ODL course, learners should feel that they are able to participate in the creation of
knowledge and new skills in order to benefit themselves and society. In true ODL, the
relationship between educator, learner and course is interdependent and not mutually
exclusive (Trindade et al 2000, Snell et al 1987). Leamers, their preferences, and their
contexts influence and educate course developers and, as a consequence, the course.
This paradigm shift from traditional distance education bears implications. The focus
should not be on the ‘printed teaching package’ at the cost of the learner’s needs. That
is, learners should be able to make decisions about course content and scope, schedules,
resources and delivery (Evans & Nation, 1989, Hodgson et al 1987). Appropriate and
continuous learner support is of paramount importance in administrative and tutorial
matters such as a proactive intelligent learner management system, 24/7 tutor and peer
support, and a resource-rich interactive media. Ongoing research into the learner
market segues to up-dated, contextualised course material, and a more accessible
learning structure. If these essential practices determine ODL, then the distance
between learner and tutor is not merely geographically diminished, but it is in fact

overcome.
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Best practice ODL has the same characteristics as constructivist TEFL teacher
training. TEFL courses endorse a continuum of learning where trainees and trainers are
equally important. In ODL, too, tutors, course and learners are part of a cycle of
learning and teaching. As Figure 5.2 shows, in 21% century ODL the notion of a
pedagogy where tutors are the only ones capable and able to complete learners or to fill
the ‘empty vessels’ is subverted. ODL and TEFL course that continuously adapt to
cater for the needs of individual trainees/learners from different cultural backgrounds

cannot be achieved through top-down, knowledge-laden instruction.

Fig: 5.2: The relationship between tutors and learners in ODL.
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Whereas, in the past, interaction implied physical presence within the same spatial
Jocation, today dynamic, interactive processes in ODL and TEFL are supported by the
capabilities of the World Wide Web with its speedy information and connection
highway and other communicative advances. Digital communication offers creative
and attractive options for education that outstrips other technological advances.
Nevertheless, the digital highways of cyberspace are not a quick-fix to problems driven

by human nature.
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5.1.2 Evolving from 2" t0 3" Generation Distance Learning Systems and Beyond

Further research in education and technology is needed to do justice to the design of a
new and evolved TEFL Online course for ODL. To realise and appreciate fully the
ideals of an effective ODL TEFL, it is necessary for those involved to adapt technology
to suit a new paradigm of teaching and learning. The learner lies at the heart of ODL
and TEFL. Successful langnage learning and teaching involves adapting to
accommodate the learner and their learning styles. ODL, too, focuses on the needs of
the learner. The learner should be an active participant in the leaming process. Every
effort needs to be made to accommodate and to integrate technology for pedagogical
sense and not to adopt it to satisfy authorial directives or to pursue a quick delivery

system.

In ODL this principle equates to adopting creative and flexible technologies that
produce interactivity and allow for more effective and efficient learner support.
Ultimately, the various synchronous and asynchronous options are means of bridging
the transactional distance in ODL. These modes need to be investigated for feasibility,

cost implications and accessibility.

Table 5.1 illustrates further generations of distance education and their benefiis. The
third generation distance learning model provides opportunities for synchronous
learning and leamer support through video conferencing, audio-telephone conferencing
and autographic communcation. The flexible learning model supports an interactive,
collaborative and laterial learning process. In this model, electronic references are
linked to specific URL addresses (Taylor, 2001:7). Interaction with peers, tutors and
mentors is accomplished through computer-mediated communication (CMC) such as
discussion groups. Fifth generation distance education expands on CMC interactions by
exploiting it for tuition purposes. That is, interactions are tagged and stored in a
database through automated response systems (Taylor, 2001:7). The integration of the
capabilities of third and further generations of distance learning systems is imperative

for best practice in TEFL Online.
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Table 5.1: Third to fifth generation of distance education.
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5.2 Blue-sky thinking for TEFL Online

One of the main impediments in distance education is the lack of support for learners
due to the over-emphasis on self-guidance. Traditionally, distance education learners
have limited or no contact with their tutors and peers. As a result they usually
experience a sense of isolation and, in turn, a lack of motivation. Teacher trainees
working in isolation when investigating new teaching concepts is not conducive to the
reflective/practice interactive approach of best practice TEFL. Interpersonal reflection
and discussion play a vital role in exploring various concepts and strategies that suit the
complex diversity of experiences that constitute a language classroom. To counter
isolation and de-motivation, sufficient and effective online tutor, peer, technical, and
administrative support is fundamental, as is the case in successful ODL systems (Snell
et al 1987:169-170). Learners should feel that they are valued members of online

learning.

A speedy and effective LMS should include intelligent and automated management
technologies that allow for instant and directed assistance. An in-built online intelligent
management system is also helpful in technical, administrative and research areas.
Technology has the capacity to allow online learners to access assistance immediately
and asynchronously, without the mediation of a ‘real’ person. This assistance can take
several forms. For example, online learning units and activities are easily connected to
electronic dictionaries, grammar sources and checks, style and layout lists, and
associated, self-correcting practice exercises ranging from the basics of vocabulary and
spelling to the complexities of advanced language usage. Further, a designed web of
interconnected sites can lead the learner or trainee to establishing new links to

information and resources.

At the most obvious level, no learning programme should be without a resource
basket or data-bank of books, articles and readings that are available online. Online
resources expand the boundaries of the classroom into virtual worlds of endless
information options. E-libraries permit learners to view and download various types of
information such as pamphlets, books, articles and reviews with or without sound and

visuals. Trainees and trainers are exposed to a world of relevant information. It is
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necessary to establish primary links between the learning material and a ladder of other
resources through campus portal access to institutional processes and resources, similar
to fifth generation learning systems. Such links should not constitute a closed loop, but
need to allow for personal investigation and exploration, according to the needs of
individual learners. Therefore, an online basket of resources that can be personalised
and contextualised is essential. These resources are carefully planned and anticipated in
the design phase. They are consciously placed and integrated to guide trainees
appropriately. At a later stage in the online course, when trainees have developed

autonomy, random diverse and additional learning can take place.43

Self-navigation and innumerable routes for discovery, which are inextricable from
the online experience, force a rupture in the authoritarian tutor-trainee relationship. The
tutor (or more correctly the e-facilitator) has to relinquish control over the sources
available to and accessed by the learner. At the same time, the learner is enabled to
explore a plethora of primary and secondary material no matter where it is and

irrespective of his or her own location.

Bearing this in mind and considering the importance of designing-in motivation, it is
necessary for formative and summative assessments to tap into learners’ use and
exploration of multi-dimensional matrices of assistance and support. In other words,
accessing support should not be an add-on to learning, but a core component of the
learning itself. Knowing how to use and using a wide variety of programmed and free-
standing support resources is inescapable in the constructivist paradigm and integral to

developing language teachers (and language acquisition).

Intelligent student management systems add another dimension in that they are able
to track learner activity and preferences. Such tracking enables e-facilitators to keep
abreast of the online learning in order to provide timely and appropriate support. It also

allows the facilitator to adopt an informed, proactive role. Continual feedback, which

4 gocial networking sites like Facebook and MySpace indicate the extent to which planned content can
be personalised and individualised. Similarly, the success of these sites shows how mutually supportive,
interactive groups can be formed and sustained in cyberspace.
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allows for adjustments of the learning programme and its components, is a precondition
for ODL delivery that is not comprised of defined, pre-packaged units of knowledge
that are transmitted one-dimensionally from the subject authority to the needy trainee.
Through adequate learner monitoring and management, online courses can be imbued
with dynamic interactivity that matches or surpasses the flexibility of the contact
environment. Constant revision and adaptation is at the very core of good leaming
processes. Significantly, these elements are inseparable from the design, content,

teaching and assessment in a constructivist online course.

A holistic TEFL Online should seamlessly connect trainees and trainers. Each party
feeds into the experience of the other. In correspondence distance learning bringing
them together is a logistical feat. Even contact instruction requires planning to
effectively group participants in a common location at a suitable time. The information
age, more than any other age, connects people at various locations, over space and time
at the click of a mouse. If the learner or trainee is ‘incentivised’ to share his or her
exploration of ideas and resources with networks of other learners, and to be the
recipient of the same, constructive and self-regulatory communication flows can
mediate and perpetuate the learning cycle without being constrained in time or space.
Not surprisingly, an online TEFL that exploits these connective and interactive
opportunities has the potential to create a rich community of learners and learning in a

designed, self-reinforcing continuum of knowledge and practice.

Language learning and teaching are ongoing processes. Trainees and trainers
continually seek answers about language acquisition and raise further questions in
doing so. Sharing experiences and views is thus vital in ELT. Electronic media such as
chat networks, bulletin boards, RSS feeds, text messaging networks, and podcasts that
directly link and interlink the parties to the latest news and resources in ELT are a

significant advance on linear exchanges which typify one-on-one contact.

Indeed, the creation of communities of learning is so important that I would argue
that TEFL Online has to allow learners, trainers and practitioners to tap into and form
part of a tutor help system. Personal development and transformative empowerment
imply mutual support in the attainment of common goals. An efficient and cost-
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effective method of providing support is to install a 24/7 automation tools that direct
enquiries to participants who are working on similar tasks and/or employing dedicated
tutors, preferably language practitioners, in various locations worldwide (Taylor,
2001:9). In TEFL this equates to experienced trainers guiding novice trainers, trainers
assisting teacher trainees and practising teachers, and teacher trainees assisting
language learners, through scaffolded assistance, mentorship programmes, discussion
forums, communal resource banks, and counselling chat sessions. In this way, the
empowerment of trainers, trainees, teachers and learners continues and is carried on,

with the benefits spread across all participants in the TEFL and EFL community.

If TEFL Online is to be ‘open’ then it should provide trainees and trainers with
opportunities to create and share learmning experiences. In TEFL courses, the
participants often journal their TEFL experience. Journaling is an extension of their
ongoing reflection during the course, and eventually, their teaching career. Online
platforms allow for the customisation of personal journals in the form of Blogs* for
trainees and trainers. Blogs permit an inner dialogue of views and experiences.
Ultimately, participants should feel at liberty to share these Blogs with their peers.
TEFL Online must practice what it preaches. That is, if trainees are expected to grow
from sharing experiences, then trainers, too, ought to take advantage of this

opportunity.

Geographical and spatial diversity in distance education becomes a strength, by
accommodating different viewpoints and experiences, by offering a wealth of delivery
alternatives and information sources, and by establishing extended communities of
learning. For TEFL Online, carefully and appropriately designed constructivist
technological tools enable the development of a community of trainees, teachers and

trainers.

* Blog derives the terms web + logs. It may be used for personal web diaries and/or stories.
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5.2.1 Options for Teaching Practice in TEFL Online

To enter the field of ELT as entrance level teachers, trainees need to have already
considered, investigated and practised methods in language teaching. An introductory
course or course-fragment, as in this study’s pilot, is suitable only as a taster but does
not qualify one to teach English as a foreign language. Theory on its own is of limited
value without practise. Therefore, pre-service teacher trainees need to have practised
teaching real (authentic) EFL learners before embarking on a language teaching career.
Generally, teaching practice has implied that trainees have to attend contact-sessions
offered at selected locations. Now, new technologies mean that online learning
mechanisms can emulate, replace and even enhance teaching practice as an individual

and group activity.

Firstly, if it is decided in the instructional design phase that the course is going to
incorporate some contact tuition, then blended learning is appropriate (Hoffman,
2004:10-11) **. This mode combines online learning with contact sessions where TP is
conducted. Mixing modes is humanly appealing, but the need for contact sessions
implies geographical, logistical and financial considerations, including infrastructure,
spatial and temporal proximity, venues for teaching, availability of EFL learners,
accommodation, and catering, amongst others. While these factors are not necessarily
inhibiting in developed contexts or where small numbers of trainees are concerned,
they are highly problematic at institution like UNISA which caters for a diverse student
body that is dispersed across many countries and socio-cultural and economic contexts.
Indeed, while contact tuition is an important component of best practice ODL and
TEFL it may not be efficient, effective or accessible given the current market and the

prevailing conditions.

Secondly, synchronous online instruction is another valid mode of learning and

teaching that conquers temporal and spatial distances between trainees and facilitators.

% Blended leamning involves a mixed-mode tuition mode of part online blended learning and part contact
tuition,
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In this mode, trainees and facilitator connect in real time*® via the Internet or other
communication media to conduct lessons. Examples of synchronous instruction include
conference calls, instant messaging, video conferences, web conferences, and
Whiteboard sessions*’. For example, in a typical web conference, trainers and trainees
connect in real-time using webcams and speakers that allow them to see and falk to
each other. It is possible to conduct EFL lessons while fellow trainees observe and
while they are in turn observed. Trainees can also watch a selection of recorded lessons
with various levels of EFL learners that display an array of teaching techniques.
Afterwards, trainer and trainees are able to discuss and to reflect on the lessons through
live chats. While pre-prepared lesson examples can be distributed by DVD, trainees
would have to obtain the necessary bandwidth to follow live web-casts or to participate

in Internet conferencing.

Synchronous communication expands reach of TEFL provision. Moreover, webcam
and High-Speed Downlink Packet Access (HSDPA) technology is becoming so
common that portability is no longer an issue. Indeed, as bandwidth increases in Africa
as it has elsewhere, teaching practices conducted through synchronous online
communication may provide for classroom observations that are inherently richer, more
authentic and diverse than their contact counterparts. Further, synchronous links benefit
language learners as much as they benefit trainee teachers. The community of learning
now can include classes from different locations, time zones, cultures, and language

spheres: interactivity, exchange and empowerment are unquestionably enhanced.

Thirdly, another option for TP is asynchronous field teaching. Here the onus is on
the trainee to organise opportunities for teaching EFL at suitable EFL schools in his/her
area. Recorded lessons are then uploaded onto the TEFL Online website for
observation and discussion. The latter two may be synchronous, asynchronous or a

combination. As is the case with synchronous electronic communication, spatial

4 Real time relates to when people connect over the Internet irrespective of time and geographical
differences.

47 See www.virtual-whiteboard.co.uk/home.asp for information regarding using Whiteboards for online
leamingand teaching.
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distances do not matter since trainees do not have to attend contact sessions in a central
area. Asynchronicity introduces greater flexibility in dealing with time differentials.
This option also eliminates administrative burdens of authenticating TP environments
and arranging mutually agreeable times for trainees. There are, however, logistical and
quality assurance considerations. For example, quality assurance mechanisms would
have to be in place to ensure the authenticity and validity of the schools that trainees
locate and the work submitted for assessment. While this may increase the
administrative burden that the trainer or institution has to bear, community and school
involvement can play an important role in in-service or continuous practitioner
development. Thus a positive spin-off is that tertiary institutions’ interactions with
school and language communities are ongoing, sustainable and multi-directional, rather

than initial and top-down.
5.3 Conclusion

The lure of learning on an ‘anywhere and anytime’ basis is irresistible to learners, and
the business community alike. The World Wide Web offers endless possibilities of
reaching out to more people than ever. Distance education institutions will have to
embrace the new wave of open and flexible learning if they are to cater effectively for

the mass market.

Significantly, Stammen and Schmidt propose that we need a better understanding of
how the ‘wisdom of education onght to influence electronic media...not how education
will be changed by electronic media’ (2001:48-49). The success of merging the Internet
and ODL for TEFL Online is dependent on a learner-centredness that informs the
design and selection of appropriate technology in online leaming. Academic and
intellectual achievement must have priority over technical innovation. It would be

unacceptable to reduce standards to meet popular, technological trends.

The complexity of best practice ODL and TEFL should not be underestimated. As
several commentators have stressed, ODL is not a simple and economical substitute for
contact tuition (Evans & Nations, 1989; Evans, 1994; Trindade et al 2000, Annand,
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2007). Resources, infrastructure, development and implementation are all costly as
soon we move from second to third and further generation distance iearning systems.
There is hope however. The wise use of online automated learner response systems has
the potential to improve the cost-effectiveness of ODL (Taylor, 2001 :7*%). The financial
commitments are not only technological but also human. An interdisciplinary team of
expertise is required for a comprehensive and effective online TEFL course. Educators
who wish to use technology for educational purposes need to acquire the necessary
technical knowledge and skills. Also, updating those skills is part and parcel of a
continuum since ‘promising’ new tools emerge daily. The design of TEFL Online is not
aligned to producing a final product; instead, it is receptive to adaptations and changes

in technology, trainees’ needs and learning contexts. .

The digital age has revolutionised the way we communicate and connect. It has
probably had an even greater impact on world society than the industrial revolution.
The extent to which the Internet has shaped economic and social changes over the last
decade will pale in comparison to the changes that will occur in the next decade.
Currently, we face a renaissance in learning possibilities — a foundational split between
old and new ways of thinking and being. E-leamning has changed the constructs of the
classroom and the notion of distance learning as interactive multimedia extends and
redefines learning and teaching praxis. In the present context, change is the only
constant. The digital possibilities cannot be ignored. We need to embrace technological
advances with a creative, innovative and proactive spirit. Application, research and
engagement according to best practice should drive our academic endeavours in the
digital age. As technology allows for flexible, fluid and efficient learning, academics

and universities will have to rethink their nature and function, or confront extinetion.

%% Taylor discusses the potentials and implications of a fourth and fifth generation distance learning case
study at the University of Southern Queensland. See URL http://www.usq.edu.anw/Vistors ve veGUG, htm
He asserts that overall, once carefully planned and implemented, further generations of distance leaming
improves costs and the quality of ODL tuition.
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Appendix
Appendix 1
The contact TEFLA syllabus

The TEFLA course syllabus includes the following topics in foreign language teaching

and learning:

o

Introduction to English grammar

2. Language analysis

3. Grammar in teaching

4. Phonology and pronunciation

5. Introduction to foreign language learning and teaching

6. The role of the teacher and learner in EFL

7. Classroom management

8. Skills work in EFL

9. Professional development
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TEFL Online student evaluation questionnaire

2008

The purpose of this questionnaire is to help us gain an understanding of the
participant’s experience with the TEFL Online pilot. The information you provide
us will assist us in making improvements to TEFL Online. We value and
appreciate your contribution. The questionnaire consists of three sections: A)
Evaluation of the e-learning website B) Evaluation of the TEFL Online course and
C) Testimonial of your experience of the pilot.

A) Evaluation of the e-learning website

1. Comment briefly on each tool of the website by saying what you liked and/or

disliked about it.

A. Home page

B. Schedule page

C. Announcements
page

D. FAQs page

E. Discussion forum

F. Blogger page

G. Drop Box

H. Materials page

I. Navigating from

one page to the next.

J. Technical and
instructor’s support

2. Can you suggest any improvements to the TEFL Online website? Please comment.

B) Your experience of the TEFL Online pilot

1. How effective was the pilot in introducing basic concepts in language learning

and teaching? Please give reasons for your response.

The materials and the tasks were very effective.

The materials and the tasks were somewhat effective.

The materials and the tasks were ineffective.

1 would have liked more on...

]

Comment:
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2. How did you experience this online mode of learning? Choose an option.

I had no problems with the online learning pilot.

1 found it challenging initially but eased into it afterwards.

I found it challenging and only managed to complete some of the tasks.

I found online learning extremely challenging and struggled through most of
it.

I never managed to go beyond the first few steps.

3. Is online learning sufficient in training language teachers? Choose an option.

Yes, online leamning is sufficient in training language teachers.

A combination of online leaming and face-to-face tuition should be
sufficient.

A complete face-to-face course is sufficient in training language teachers.

I am not sure.

*QOther...

* Add another option.

4. What problems (if any) affected your learning experience during the TEFL

Online pilot?

C) Testimonial

Please write a short account of your experience of the TEFL Online pilot. It is an
invaluable source of information for the course developers and the university. Refer to
the following aspects (and additional aspects you wish to comment on):

« Overall online learning experience
» Learning success comparison: Web vs. traditional face-to-face courses
o Recommendation to other students who want to take an online course
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Appendix 3

An example of an assessed task

o

“In his whole life man achieves nothing so great and so wonderful as
what he achieved when he learmed to falk” - Ofto Jespersen, 1704

Language is a complex phenomenon that underlies most human interaction and
communication. Humans use language daily to express their thoughts and emotions,
convey messages, find information, construct explanations and issue commands.
Central to the phenomenon of human language is the manner in which a langunage is
acquired, The differences between language acquisition and language learning will be
examined in more detail, followed by a brief discussion of the similarities that exist
between learning and acquiring a language.

Nieman and Monyai (2006:27) define language acquisition as the way children
unconsciously “acquire their mother tongue ...through informal learning”. Itisa
cognitive process that takes place within an environment in which children interact
with others who speak the mother tongue. There is no formal teaching of the
language and children who are acquiring a language are not aware of grammatical
rules or the application thereof.

Language learning, on the other hand, takes place within a formal learning and
teaching environment. Nieman and Monyai (2006:27) define this process as the
conscious “learning of a language by learning new words, learning the grammar rules
of a language and how to apply themi”. This means that a petson learning a new or

foreign langnage will have explicit knowledge of the rules and structures that underlie -

the language. This is a contrast to language acquisition which is informal and does
not rely on formal linguistic knowledgel

Furthermore, Falk (1973:259) points out that it could be easier for adults “living in
foreign countries” to become “fluent speakers [of a foreign language] in a year or
two™ while no child “attains equivalent linguistic control of [their] native langnage in
such a short period of time”. Falk’s argument highlights the primary similarity
between language acquisition and language leaming, namely the environment.
| Both the acquisition of a mother tongue and the learning of a foreign Ianguage are
strongly finfluence by the environment in which the speaker lives and inferacts with
influenced by the level and dialect of language to which he or she is exposed. Indeed
Pinker (1996) emphasises the interaction between heredity and the environment when
examining the acquisition of a mother tongue.  Similarly, Falk (1973:250) advises an
adult who wants to learn a foreign language to “go to an area where that language is
spoken” and submerge themselves in that environment in order to secure “maximum
exposure to, and practice in, the language)”.

In conclusion, the primary differences between language acquisition and language
learning are based on the conscious efforis to learn the language.
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Language acquisition is an informal and subconscious process of learning a
language and takes place predominantly in childhood while a learning a new
language requires a conscious endeavour, usually in a formal learning
environment that focuses on language rules and forms.

Feedback to Task 2:

Well done. Your essay displayed valuable research into the field of language
acquisition and learning. You highlighted some principle differences and
similarities between the two aspects. Read the comments in the margin and the
feedback below for more ideas.

These were some of the issues you could have discussed:

With L1 acquisition, the child is immersed in a situation where he/she hears
the language all the time. Different people in the child’s immediate family or
environment act as models for the child to imitate as well as providing the
child with new input: vocabulary, concepts/ideas, explanations, examples,
stories and so on. These role models will also correct the child and answer the
child’s many spontaneous questions as he/she explores the world. The child
models its language usage based on what it hears and how it makes sense of
the language and what it can deduce about the “rules”. The child learns
naturally and without rules; imitates what it hears; takes risks; asks questions
endlessly. The learning is implicit and not rule-bound while the child’s desire
to understand and communicate is its motivation and the driving force to its
learning. Also, very importantly, children have an innate ability to learn any
language fluently during the ‘critical hypothesis period’ (Chomsky) while
adult learners have passed this stage when they learn their foreign language.

Foreign language learning (acquisition), on the other hand, involves the

learner making a conscious decision to learn a new language, motivated by
personal needs (such as career prospects, studies, love of a foreign culture,
self-actualization...). However, the leaming process in adults may be
hampered by a number of issues such as age, personality, learning style,
degree to which the learner is prepared to take risks and make mistakes, not
being totally immersed in the language; L1 interference, being less
spontaneous and more inhibited than young learners. For the adult learner,
personal motivation may not be enough to overcome some of these obstacles.
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