EAPP Review of Technologies 
How to Foster Learner Independence and Collaborative Learning Using E-Resources

Introduction to project 

I have sought to develop a range of web-based resources for first-year undergraduate students in the French department. As convenor for the major first-year core modules in the department (one centred upon literature and ideas; the other centred upon language learning) my aim has been to design generic web resources for all participants in the module that harmonise skills building with subject-specific knowledge acquisition. This has resulted in the production of a set of dedicated first-year web pages, which went ‘live’ in September 2009 and are being enhanced and trialled throughout the year. 
In addition to my role as module convenor, I also teach small groups on both core modules outlined above. With the aim of fostering greater degrees of learner independence over the course of the first year, I have made use of interactive forums in my own classes. The aim here has been twofold: to exploit the potential of an additional interactive space in a discipline that has the study of communication at its heart (Warschauer, 1997 & 1998; Dörnyei, 1997; Garrett. 2009), and to actively encourage movement from the private, individual selection of  learning resources to the interrogation of their usefulness and to their structured application in a collaborative setting. The modules are taught face to face, so the project ethos is one of blended learning (JISC, 2009). For the purposes of targeted reflection, this paper will trace the student experience from web browser to forum participant in the core language module. 
The Stakeholders 

a) the students 
First-year students have particular pedagogical needs, since they are required to make a rapid transition from school learning styles to university learning styles, with the latter placing increased emphasis on learner independence (Macaro and Wingate, 2004; Klapper, 2006) and on the development of metacognitive skills (Salmon, 2002). All students are now encouraged to experience higher education learning as part of a wider culture of lifelong learning (Maier and Warren, 2000) to be enhanced in ever more productive ways by the expanding availability of e-resources. We are reminded, however, that students’ evident familiarity with technology need not lead to the successful exploitation of e-learning resources, either individually or collaboratively (JISC, 2009). 
In common with most departments, the French department disseminates key information about modules to students online. Past anecdotal evidence has shown that students failed to navigate this information successfully and consequently began their university careers on the wrong foot. The creation of dedicated first-year web pages has sought to address this problem. Meanwhile, to look at the e-learning demands placed upon students from a subject-specific perspective, the ubiquity of authentic French material in easily-accessible online formats has undoubtedly provided student linguists with a rich body of resources, but it is by no means clear how these should best be used to bring about real improvements in students’ written and oral French (Klapper, 2006; Garrett, 2009). How to use the web and forums to address the particular cognitive needs of the second-language learner has been a key question. 
b) the staff

· Academic tutor needs: tutors of first-year students have long lamented the latter’s rather un-methodological approach to learning and their lack of intellectual inquisitiveness: both symptoms of confusion about what successful learning represents in the higher education arena (Macaro and Wingate, 2004). 
· Administrative staff needs: over the years both administrative and teaching staff have experimented with different ways of transmitting information to new students efficiently. 17 different degree programmes operate through the French department, presenting administrative and organisational challenges that are particularly acute when dealing with first years. There has been concern to ensure that students process new information quickly at the beginning of the academic year, and increasingly, electronic solutions have been sought here (the fact that our first-year numbers have increased rapidly in the last 10 years has made this imperative). However, the ethos of the department affirms the following:

· that a well-developed face-to-face relationship with students is crucial in a language-based discipline;
· that the department inculcates a culture in which responsible communication is seen to be a two-way process (students must also take the initiative in coming to staff with issues that touch on their learning).
Problems encountered:

· Administrative: prior to the changes made to the first-year web pages, the assiduous efforts of staff to provide students with accurate, up-to-date information often fell on barren soil because students were not able to navigate the pages accurately. The changes have resolved many of these difficulties, but there is still much experimentation to be done to perfect the new resources we have put in place and to ensure that they are used efficiently.
· Staff Skills: the first-year teaching team comprises some full-time staff and a number of part-time staff with limited IT skills. Given the prioritisation of good f2f communication (see above), several part-timers were ideologically opposed to the use of email for some time. Real progress has been made in helping these staff feel comfortable with this medium through the provision of one-to-one training. However, wider use of e-learning technologies has met with some continued resistance, leading to a situation where full-time staff (who are younger and more IT literate) use these resources extensively, whilst their part-time colleagues do not. The JISC case studies confirm that, in order to achieve the best outcomes, ‘designing technology-enhanced learning is likely to be a team-based rather than a solitary activity’.(JISC, 2009, 45) However, budgetary, time and other ‘ideological’ constraints have made this holistic approach rather difficult to achieve. The question of how to change teacher beliefs is central to our going forward here: 
‘Teachers change in areas they are already primed to change, and this priming depends on their individual characteristics and prior experiences, which shape their view of the classroom, their students and themselves as teachers. […] Accordingly, attempts to influence teachers’ behaviour will have an impact only in areas where the input is valued and salient to the individual, and where it is congruent with, and interpretable within, the teacher’s own world of thought and action.’ (Pennington, M, ‘When input becomes intake: tracing the sources of teachers’ attitude change’, in Freeman, D. and Richards, J. C. (eds) (1996) Teacher learning in language teaching. Cambridge University Press. Quoted in Klapper (2006). 
On an optimistic note, some staff who are reluctant / scared to use web e- learning resources themselves have nevertheless been instrumental in producing material which I have included in our new, teaching centred web pages.
· Methods: Going forward has meant interrogating our language teaching methods both in the light of e-learning possibilities and in the light of the rather diverse teaching models that have grown up in the language-teaching world, informing school and university curricula in different ways. Very generally speaking, practice divides as follows: the ‘communicative’ method favours exposing students first and foremost to the foreign language (FL) and encouraging them, via repeated exposure, to discern its structures implicitly and to model them; the ‘focus on forms’ method involves drawing explicit attention to formal structures in the classroom before requiring students to ‘apply’ them with reference to the target language. (Klapper, 2006, 119 ff) As Klapper notes, both methods have their merit, since ‘language knowledge is […] an organic internal system that grows through exposure to the FL and through practice involving both communicative and controlled activities.’ (121) Given that ‘there can […] be no one ‘right’ method of language teaching that accords with a single universal process of FL learning’ and that ‘language teaching is not a straightforward process of picking a method and implementing it in the way we might, for example, follow a recipe’ (121), a period of experimentation has been a necessary prelude to any attempt to create a formal, co-ordinated programme involving f2f and e-learning (particularly as our department has no dedicated language-learning specialists).
An Overview of the Project Values
The outcomes for my project are constructivist in outlook: my goal is for my students to become ‘active constructors of knowledge rather than passive knowledge receivers’ (Wang, 2008). The web pages have been designed to help students travel towards this point of independent learning; the forums have been conceived to encourage knowledge sharing and collaboration. I share Maier and Warren’s thesis that ‘independent learning is not something that happens in isolation – it is very much the opposite. […] independent learning only succeeds when it is truly interdependent.’ (Maier and Warren, 2000, 14)  
The learning structure I have conceived is thus a scaffolded one that endeavours to take account of the very diverse learning needs experienced by students coming from a wide range of school environments. That said, in my experience most 18 year-old language undergraduates arrive having acquired stages 1 and 2 of Gilly Salmon’s learning scaffold: they already possess ‘the emotional and social capacity to learn online’ (Salmon, 2002, p. 17) and actively seek to be informed electronically. It is the question of how they process the information they acquire that is more pertinent. Furthermore, they are adept at moving between face-to-face and electronic modes of communication. Salmon’s assertion that effective ‘online socialization’ is best  inculcated through the promotion of ‘webs of trust that do not depend on physically meeting’ (20) is simply unrealistic in the environment of the first-year undergraduate linguist, who needs to build face-to-face trust in order to perform effectively in oral classes, for instance. Rather, my model of blended learning envisages electronic learning spaces that actively complement and enhance what goes on in the classroom (JISC, 2009,  42 – 44.) Because my students are confident interactors but, by and large, unconfident language learners, I have sought to make the forum space one in collaboration is prompted through an enquiry-based learning framework (which shares the constructivist goals that e-learning practitioners praise: see Pritchard, 2008).
Appraisal of technologies:

1) Web redesign 

At the heart of the project to re-design the first-year web pages as interactive learning spaces was an awareness, articulated in JISC, that, despite  their familiarity with ICT,  ‘learners lack the critical and evaluative skills required to interpret information found online.’ (JISC, 2009, 6) Any critical appraisal of our web pages would quickly discern that the fault was not all the students’: Wang (2008) notes that ‘the [ICT] interface must be attractive so that it can motivate and engage learners.’ (413). Ours was certainly not user friendly: it was used as a kind of virtual filing cabinet, full of useful documents but very text heavy and difficult to navigate. 
Consideration needed to be given, then, both to improving students’ digital literacy (JISC, 2009) and to creating a space in which students could become comfortable, well-informed learners (Wang, 2008). My needs analysis of the students envisaged the following:

· That new students would initially be independent, individual consumers of our web pages, whose first priority would be the sourcing of basic information. This information needed to be transmitted clearly and efficiently in order to fulfil fundamental f2f teaching and learning needs: arriving at the right class at the right time with the right materials for learning.
· That new students should rapidly be encouraged to recognise their role in the independent learning process. Their dedicated web pages should help them build an individual constructivist framework to their learning (Wang, 2008; JISC, 2009). This online approach would chime with the teaching of independent learning skills in the classroom.

1.i What the new spaces look like 

The Gateway page (designed in consultation with Rob O’Toole humanities e-learning advisor; built by Rob O’Toole)
This page serves as introduction to the various dimensions of university life that a French-department student can expect to encounter. Rather than listing information to be uncovered as it is required (placing the onus on the student to know what they require) it aims to show students what is on offer to them, academically, pastorally and developmentally, and to invite them to reflect on how they might engage with this. The organisation of learning resources into themed boxes is intended to stimulate thought: rather than putting off consideration of learning abroad to their Year Abroad in the third year, for instance, students are encouraged to see the learning possibilities involved in organising a trip abroad earlier in their studies. Each themed box contains drop-down menus in order to avoid the clutter of previous pages. These are intended to move the student from general to more specific information.
The gateway page also seeks to build good organisational and pedagogical habits, and Rob O’Toole’s calendar feature has provided new possibilities for helping students develop time management skills, as well as guiding them through staggered learning objectives. More direct communication with students has been made possible through the messages board. This can stimulate discussion and thought in advance of classes, as well as alerting students to events and new learning resources. As you will see below, the French department web pages embrace a number of interactive learning aids. The calendar and message board features allow us to intervene and offer support in the use of these more actively than was previously the case.
The language gateway page 

Conceived along similar lines to the general gateway page, this page was intended to help students understand easily how their language module breaks down into three discrete parts (each of which must be passed successfully in order for them to pass to honours-level study). Simple visual cues point the way to further investigation of each unit (taking the student through to a more detailed page) whilst an RSS French news feed invites active engagement with French current affairs and contemporary vocabulary. Though straightforward, the page is intended to be ‘both a production and dissemination medium’(Maier and Warren, 2000, 58). The detailed pages that run from this page break down the processes by which students can become effective producers and collaborators in their own learning more explicitly (see below).
1.ii Individual language pages
Here there is an avowed attempt to place the page user in the position of active learner from the word go (dissemination is thus intended to be the servant of knowledge production). The pages are conceived to take the user through the various stages that s/he will encounter as s/he moves from novice learner to successful producer of formatively- and summatively-assessed work. These stages are clearly signalled and invite further investigation, using basic task-based prompts (‘find out more about…’).

Behind these cues lie a series of independent learning resources that have been built over the past 5 years using TQEF funding:

· Powerpoint slides and accompanying Perception exercises taking students through the grammar syllabus
· A range of graded interactive online grammar exercises

· Fair copies of past exam papers

· Annotated model answers

· Personal reflection sheets requiring documented evidence of independent learning activities (reviewed by tutors).
Students are also invited to prepare directly for and reflect on f2f classes via individual tutor pages containing learning resources. 
1.iii Individual tutor pages 

These pages have been constructed with two aims in mind:

· To create online spaces for all language teachers, to encourage ‘learner –instructor’ interaction (Wang, 2008, 414) that extends from the classroom space to the independent learning world beyond. 

· To invite experimentation with online interfaces that allow for collaborative relationships to be built outside of the classroom. 
Why collaborative spaces?

· The above learning resources, together with others supplied and discussed in the classroom, are intended to stimulate a cognitive constructivist response in students, as they internalise and adapt the information they encounter and place it in the context of past learning habits. The sharing of these different responses amongst colleagues in class affords further learning opportunities (the social constructivist model (WANG, 2008; JISC 2009)) but groups are large and opportunities are limited. 

· The online language-learning resources and news feed links flagged up on the language pages demonstrate clearly that the teacher is ‘rarely the sole source of language information in these days of global interconnectedness’ (WARSCHAUER, 1998, 58)). As a teacher I want to take the position of facilitator, but must bear in mind students’ real, factual uncertainties about linguistic structures. A safe community of enquiry, in which students are not afraid to ask questions and proffer solutions, but which also allows for the possibility of corroboration of facts and correction of error by the tutor, is desirable.

·  Finally, the collaborative space of the forum, in which students contribute text for discussion, raises a number of interesting questions for the second-language learner. Do students use French differently when they submit contributions online for consideration (rather than in written format for marking)? Do they write more as they speak? If so, how do these contributions differ from oral contributions? Mark Warschauer (1997) reflects on the new epistemic possibilities generated by online conversation: 
The historical divide between speech and writing has been overcome with the interactional and reflective aspects of language merged in a single medium: CMC. For the first time in history, human interaction now takes place in a text-based form-moreover, a computer-mediated form that is easily transmitted, stored, archived, reevaluated, edited, and rewritten. The opportunities to freeze a single frame and focus attention on it are greatly expanded by CMC. Students' own interactions can now become a basis for epistemic engagement. (472)

The linguistic potential inherent in students being able to reflect on each others’ language production in an informal context is fascinating. 

Using the forum

The forums that I have set up are part of individual class web pages that also provide other less collaborative learning resources such as the power point slides used in each f2f class. I have pages for each of my three language classes; the forum activities for each class are broadly similar.

The power point slides end with a series of tasks for the following week. Many of these designate f2f activities, including pair work with an appointed ‘study buddy’ and the preparation of written work, either in groups or individually, for f2f discussion in class. The forum is to be seen as an extension of the collaborative methods initiated in the classroom, but one that offers additional possibilities of critical reflection and re-appraisal. Over the course of the year I have endeavoured to scaffold the use of the forum as a critical learning space in the following ways:

· Inviting study buddies to post questions about the preparatory work they have done together (set grammar exercises following a step-by-step programme supported by online information and interactive materials)
· Inviting students to post group work that will subsequently be considered in class.

· Encouraging participation in informal forum activities as an accompaniment to more formal f2f activities 

· Inviting students critically to appraise each others’ work using the forum and to act as peer advisors
· Encouraging students to use the forum as a shared resource space where new insights are freely disseminated.

Use of the forum is thus envisaged as part of a wider series of scaffolded activities that gradually demand greater and more autonomous engagement with the independent language-learning resources on offer through the web pages. An Enquiry-Based learning activity is used to facilitate this. Students begin the year by being shown a simple enquiry-based exercise which they complete part of when they meet f2f for the first time. They end the second term by working on a simple enquiry-based scenario for themselves, the results of which they disseminate using the forum. This exercise (which will be more fully scrutinised in the reflective writing report at the end of the module) is open-ended, demands research, creative and critical thinking and peer to peer response. Critically appraising second-language work is viewed as a risky and difficult enterprise: students struggle to criticise their own work effectively, and thus fear appraising others without close guidance from their tutor. Nevertheless, it is my experience that students are better at checking others’ work than their own: they notice grammatical error more readily, for instance. The challenge of this final forum exercise is to see if students are really prepared to accept each other and themselves as teachers.
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