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Resumo

Este trabalho apresenta um estudo sobre o uso da comunicagdo mediada por
computador como meio de propiciar a aprendizagem de inglés como lingua
estrangeira (LE). Além disso, a pesquisa investiga como um blog pode ser
utilizado para promover a aprendizagem em LE e examina de que maneira tarefas
online podem ser Uteis nesse ambiente, de modo a explorar as vantagens
pedagdgicas do blog. Para essa pesquisa, um blog foi criado, no qual foram
postadas atividades semanalmente. As tarefas foram realizadas por um grupo de
aprendizes brasileiros de inglés como LE que estavam no nivel intermediario.
Com base nos dados e opinides dos alunos, verificou-se que o blog pode ser um
recurso eficaz para otimizar o processo de aprendizagem em LE quando as tarefas
propostas pelo professor permitem que 0s aprendizes pratiquem
significativamente a lingua. Embora as atividades propostas ndo sejam
intrinsecamente colaborativas, os alunos foram capazes de interagir com seus
colegas, lendo e comentando suas postagens.

Palavras-chave: blog digital, pratica de producéo textual, professor de LE.

Abstract

This work presents the findings of a study on the use of computer mediated
communication as a means for learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL).
More specifically, it aims at investigating how a blog can be used to foster
students’ learning of this foreign language (FL). It examines how online tasks
could be useful in this environment so as to explore the pedagogical advantages of
a blog. For this research a blog was created on which assignments were posted
weekly. The tasks posted on this blog were carried out by a group of Brazilian
EFL learners who had an intermediate level of English. Based on the data and the
students’ opinions, it was found that the blog can be an effective resource to
optimize the learning process of a FL when the tasks proposed by the teacher
allow students to practice the language meaningfully. Although the activities
proposed were not intrinsically collaborative, students were able to interact with
their peers by reading and commenting their posts.

Keywords: digital blog, writing practice, FL teacher.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of computer-mediated communication (CMC) can be a way to foster students’
practice of a foreign language (FL), since digital tasks can provide opportunities for language
practice as learners interact online. Among several tools which can be used by students to
develop communicative skills, blogging is a practice that has been widely used to optimize
participation in online communities and practice of reading and writing skills. But what is the
role of the teacher when this blogging practice is taken into consideration in the learning
process? What types of tasks are more likely to promote the development of reading and
writing skills? What is necessary to maintain students engaged in virtual literacy practices?
Teachers should reflect about their role as more proficient individuals, who are in charge of
designing tasks, promoting collaborative work and interaction as well as guaranteeing
equality in participation. According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1986), which
underlies this work, the learning process is considered as a social process in which individuals
develop knowledge by interacting with others. Learning is not a solitary process in which the
learners interact only with the input they are exposed to.

Concerning the CMC learning environment and mindful of the importance of the
human factor in the learning of a FL, we assume that teaching in an online space involves not
only distributing mechanical exercises (POLONIA, 2003) and providing input (FROMMER,
1998) for students to have contact with or be exposed to the language. It is indeed much more
than this, since the teacher has the responsibility of promoting meaningful motivating tasks
and is supposed to propose activities which are in consonance with students’ interest.

Therefore, this study aims at investigating the teacher’s role in a CMC setting, as well
as analyzing activities which may encourage students to write meaningful texts.
Collaborative work is also examined in terms of how it can be fostered among students
through the practice of reading and commenting on their peers’ texts. Hence, this research is
based on studies about the use of the online environment to teach a foreign language
(WARSCHAUER, 1997; HAMPEL, 2006; LEE, 2011; FAGEEH, 2011). Such studies deal
with the role of the teacher as a facilitator of the process of learning in a CMC setting. This
work can be a means to promote teachers’ reflection on pedagogical practices in virtual
spaces. It is known that teachers have made use of the Internet as a tool to increase practice in
the FL (LEE, 1997; WANG, 2004; GODWIN-JONES, 2005). However, it is necessary to
think of a framework to develop activities which can be delivered online and which involve

students in meaningful language practice.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

According to Warschauer (1997), CMC has a great impact on the development of
communicative skills in a foreign language since it optimizes students’ active participation.
This may be accomplished as students interact by participating in communities of practice
(LAVE; WENGER, 1991) or affinity groups (GEE, 2004) when they are online. The author
states that communication in the context of CMC can be “more equal in participation than
face-to-face discussion, with those who are traditionally shut out of discussions benefiting
most from the increased participation” (Warschauer, 1997, p. 473). Certainly, considering an
online classroom, these opportunities of participation can be triggered by the teacher who may
provide cues for students’ participation. This possibility of offering an online environment
which is surrounded by diverse interactions among teacher and students may lead to
meaningful social practices in the classroom. CMC, as well as face-to-face learning when
seen through a sociocultural perspective, assumes that learning happens in social practices.

Therefore, considering that learning happens in social practices, a framework for the
development of tasks focused on collaboration and meaningful production in an online
environment has to be taken into account. Fageeh (2011, p.33) states that “blogging as a
feature of CMC provides a viable environment for collaboration in which EFL learners can
share their emotions and ideas in cyberspace”. Promoting the practice of a FL by asking
students to write about their feelings is a way of engaging students in meaningful reading and
writing practice. Campbell (2003, s.n.) defines a weblog as “an online journal that an
individual can continuously update with his or her own words, ideas, and thought”. He also
mentions the interactive nature of a weblog since this tool allows readers to make comments
and hence maintain interaction. The author presents the notion of tutor blog®, which may be
used to give daily reading practice to the learners, promote exploration of English websites,
encourage online verbal exchange by use of comment buttons and provide class or syllabus
information. With respect to reading practice, the author states that the teacher is someone
who can perceive students’ interests and who is likely to correspond to students’ expectations.
Campbell (2003) also claims that a weblog can be used as a means of raising students’

curiosity about a FL:

Any entry made by the tutor can and ought to encourage further exploration of the Internet
in English by linking to related articles, and content based websites. For those learners
reluctant to step outside the comfort of exploring the Web in their native language, being
led to interesting English language sites will increase their confidence and help to overcome
their aversion. (Campbell, 2003, s.n.)

Y In this text, the terms tutor and teacher will be used interchangeably.
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According to Vygotsky’s (1986) zone of proximal development, learning happens
through the interaction of a less proficient individual with a more proficient one. Thus, based
on the Vygotskian sociocultural theory of learning, students’ interaction promotes learning as
a more proficient student may scaffold the learning of a less proficient one. Then the teacher
and the student’s peers can be seen as more proficient language users who can scaffold the
learning process. In turn, the teacher is responsible for designing assignments that may foster
collaborative work among students and consequently may trigger the development of
communicative skills. Thus, the teacher has the role of a facilitator of the learning process.
Then through tasks proposed by the teacher the learners may be able to develop their language
by interacting with more proficient peers and by being exposed to language which is beyond
their current knowledge.

Besides, the habit of reading and commenting blog postings can be a way to trigger
reading and writing practices ina FL. In order to encourage online verbal exchange by the use
of the comment button of a blog, which is useful to prompt reflection and participation, the
teacher may ask questions and provide hyperlinks access. In relation to hyperlinking,
Furstenberg (1997, p. 23) states that a “hypermedia environment, (...) encourages exploratory
and research-oriented inquiry.” Furthermore, practicing EFL through a digital resource may
facilitate students’ access to authentic material as well as optimize the time of
exposition/input to the FL.

Fageeh (2011) examined the effect of blogging on writing proficiency and students’
attitudes towards weblog use. His study has shown that weblogs can build motivation and
increase opportunities for authorship and readership. Thus learners who do not have many
opportunities of contact with the FL can have the chance to cope with the language in a
genuine environment where they can express their thoughts to a real audience.

In anonline learning environment, interaction may happen even when the student does
not express it clearly by responding to their peers’ comments or asking direct questions to
them. This is to say that when students interact with the material which was produced by their
colleagues (comments, for example), they are in some way having an active role since they
are making sense of texts and reflecting upon their peers’ ideas. Collins and Berge (1996)
discuss the importance of interaction in an online learning environment as well as the
changing roles of teachers and students. The authors state that in terms of learning and
interaction, there are two types: a student-content interaction and a student-content-student
interaction. They state that the tutor has to provide an environment in which both kinds of
interaction can occur. According to Collins and Berge (1996), even the type of interaction in

which the students interact only with the content is positive since it gives them an opportunity
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to be exposed to authentic versions of the FL. Besides, this content is produced by people in
meaningful social practices.

Blogging can be considered a literacy practice since it involves social practices around
texts. Barton and Hamilton (1998) explain that:

Literacy does not just reside in people’s heads as a set of skills to be learned, and it does not
just reside on paper, captured as texts to be analysed. Like all human activity, literacy is
essentially social (...). (Barton and Hamilton 1998, p. 3)

Therefore when there are student-content interactions (besides interactions between
individuals), the process of literacy can take form as materials produced by social demands
are read and written. This way, students engage in meaningful practice and are involved in
reading and reflecting practices about content. Thus it is important that teachers think of

activities which are designed for the practice of meaningful texts, focused on meaning instead

of form.

METHODOLOGY

In order to create a setting to raise data on the role of the teacher as a tutor in a virtual
space, a blog was designed which was run by a tutor. Through this blog, where assignments
on writing and reading were provided, there is an analysis of the types of activities which are
more likely to help students practice writing meaningful texts. The blogging tool allowed the
teacher to work with hyperlinks and other external resources to support the material published
for students. Videos, segments of movies, paintings and other resources were used in order to
motivate students to reflect on the topics of each class. Moreover, the tutor tried to establish
interaction among students by fostering comments on their peers’ answers and comments.
The tutor himself made comments and elicited questions to trigger responses.

The participants were six volunteers from a private English course school who agreed
to take part in the project as a means of increasing their opportunities for practicing EFL. The
participants’ English proficiency level was intermediate. It is important to mention that all the
volunteers were in their late 20’s, and although they had some familiarity with computers and
internet, they could not be considered digital natives? and were not used to reading and
posting comments in blogs.

During the first two weeks, students were supposed to complete their profiles and

write a text introducing themselves so that they had the opportunity to get to know their peers.

2 By digital natives we mean those people who have grown up immersed in digital technology.
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The students were also asked to upload a photo to their profiles and make a comment on their
peers’ profiles. After that, the tutor proposed activities aimed at encouraging students to use
language to share personal experiences — a decision based on Willis” (1996) proposal of a
methodological framework for the designing of tasks.® According to the author, “sharing
personal experience™ is an open task* which encourages students of a FL “to tak more freely
about themselves and share their experiences with others” (Willis, 1996, p. 27). Throughout
the following weeks, students were supposed to talk/write about childhood memories, to share
their ideas of a perfect day, to offer their opinions about a piece of art or to report a situation
in which things could have been different. In order to motivate students, a pre-task moment
was provided, which was composed of an introduction to the topic through music, poems or
videos.

Individual feedback on the written texts composed by the students was sent by email
by the teacher. However, the students were able to post their comments freely, before the
feedback moments, so as to maintain the genuine feature of the blog as an interactive tool.
Even though the main purpose of the activities was not to focus on form, whenever the tutor
saw that the students needed to review a specific linguistic structure, he provided a link to a
website where students could read more information on this specific language topic. The
website was a suggestion, and the learners were not required to perform any extra work, since
they had only an extra source of research. The purpose of providing these links, more than
working on structural aspects of language, was to encourage students to work autonomously
and to develop a sense of accountability for their learning process. In other words, students
have to acknowledge that they are responsible for their process of learning and that being
successful in this process will depend greatly on their engagement and their attitudes towards
the language.

After completing all the tasks, the participants were requested to answer an open
questionnaire reporting their experience in the project and their perceptions of it. The
objective was to analyze their perceptions of the advantages of using a blog as a tool to
improve their English as well as to analyze the types of difficulties they may have faced when
using the tool. The questionnaire was composed of eleven questions and was written in the
students’ native language, in order to make them more comfortable when answering the

questions. Nevertheless, a translation is provided below in Table 1.

% According to Willis (1996, p. 23), “tasks are always activities where the target language is used by the learner
for a communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome.”

* In her study, Willis distinguished closed tasks and open tasks. According to the author “closed tasks are ones
that are highly structured and have very specific goals” while “open tasks are ones that are more loosely
structured, with less specific goal”. (Willis, 1996,p.28)
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Table 1 Questionnaire

1. What is your opinion about the experience of reading and commenting on the texts in the blog? 2.
Did you have any difficulty with the tool we have used (blog)?

3. Has this experience affected the way you learn English (or not)?

4. Did you read and comment on your peers’ posts when using the blog? Why (why not)?

5. Do you think that you interacted with your peers during the experience? Why (why not)?

6. Do you think that you worked collaboratively with your peers? Why (why not)?

7. Do you think you were able to express your ideas and write texts which were meaningful for you?
Why (why not)?

8. Would you like to have participated more? If yes, to what do you attribute your absence in certain

moments?

9. What is your opinion about the activities proposed?

10. Would you have any suggestion about exercises?

11. Would you participate in a Project like this again? Why (why not)?

The objective of this questionnaire was to analyze students’ perceptions of using a
blog for educational purposes as well as to examine the difficulties they may face when using
the tool. Therefore, this research is qualitative and follows an interpretative pattern since it
examines perceptions about the process, according to the researcher’s point of view and
taking into consideration the participants’ observations. This way, as seen by Moita Lopes
(1994), the interpretative research is a social construction as it is not only focused on

objectivity provided by the researcher — it also based on participants’ subjectivity.

ANALYSIS

During the first two weeks, students completed their profiles and posted a text
introducing themselves to each other. They were asked to read each other’s text, post
comments and ask personal questions to their peers. The objective of this activity was to
promote social interaction among students in order to create a welcoming atmosphere. Collins
and Berge (1996) acknowledge the importance of social interaction in distance teaching.
According to them, whenever teaching through a virtual environment, the tutor has to promote
the creation of a setting in which students can start working collaboratively. According to
Fageeh (2011), the use of blogs as a tool for developing writing skills can be influenced by

affective factors such as motivation and attitudes. In this study, students posted twenty-eight
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comments in response to this first activity. It was clear that they had read their peers’ posts
because they made comments and asked questions about their classmates’ profiles.

Hello Antonio, how are you? You like to travel like me. Do you know any place outside of Brazil? (Amanda)®

B T e e e R e S R R R T R e R R R T e R T S

Hi Amanda! Traveling is very nice, isn 't it?

In 2008 | went to Buenos Aires, it is very nice there, I hope | can back there next year. (Antonio)

Hi Laura, nice to meet you!
I work as an administrator in the financial department there.
I had already registered at UFRGS to do my post-graduation next year, but I'm still waiting the answer

because they need to do an interview with each registered. Hugs... (Antonio)

Some students, however, had difficulty in understanding how to upload their pictures
and fill in their profiles. The tutor, then, helped them by providing technical support.
According to Berge (1995), for an online study to be effective the technical conditions must
be considered. The teacher’s role in an online environment goes beyond designing tasks,
giving feedback, motivating students and keeping discussions on track. The online teacher has
to give some technical support and guarantee that participants are at ease with the tool which
is being used. For this reason, the students had two weeks to get used to the blog structure and
were oriented to ask for help whenever they had any technical problems.

At this point, some students expressed their concern about making mistakes. Since the
objective of the course was to write meaningful texts in the FL, the tutor clarified that the
focus of the activities was on fluency rather than on accuracy and that students should not
worry about making mistakes, which are part and parcel of the learning process. Similarly,
Willis (1996, p. 24) states that “learners need to regard their errors in a positive way, to treat
them as a normal part of learning”. The tutor also explained that they would receive feedback
on meaning and form about their posts by email and that they would be able to edit their
posts, correcting possible mistakes.

Although making mistakes is seen as part of the learning process, it may be positive
that students feel the necessity of expressing themselves as accurately as possible in order to
be understood by their readers. According to Fageeh (2011, p.42), one of the benefits of using
a blog to practice language skills is that students “are more concerned on correctness which

leads us to consider blogs a potential tool for the development of foreign language linguistic

® In order to protect participants’ identities, all the names have been changed and pseudonyms have been used in
each reference.
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skills”. This kind of concern may be helpful since it pushes students to reflect about language
structure.

After the first two weeks, the second assignment was posted by the tutor. As
mentioned by Collins and Berge (1996, s.p.), when teachers post activities in an online
environment, they “become expert questioners rather than providers of answers”. The activity
got students to express themselves in answer to a question from the tutor. He asked them what
their perfect day would be like, to engage them in writing practice. In order to contextualize
the topic and motivate them to express themselves in a freer way, the tutor provided a link to a
song® (which is about a perfect day) and offered an example of a person’s opinion on what a

perfect day should be like.

2. Now that you have already listened to the song and read the lyric,
read what a persorr from Nablesville, a city in the USA, said about
his/her perfect day:

iy perfect day would be spending @ whole day with my dead grandmother, Like, she would come back to fife for one day..or one week...as beautifil as
she was hefore she died, She and | would do what we used to do vwhen | hung out with her! Have breakfast, draw, write, go to Steak ‘n Shake for tunch,

90 0n walks, 9o to the pool if it was summer, etc. Also, maybe she could take me to Kings Isfand. That'd definitely be a perfect day”.
Fonte: bitp:f fhe (p.com

| —

3. What about your perfect day? How would it be for you if money or
time were not a problem? What would you do on such a “perfect day?”

Share your idea of a perfect day with your classmates by posting it in
the comments here:

Uncategorized | Editar

& Comentarios

Getting to know each other!!! From Dec, 1st to Dec, 8th.

DEZ 1

Figure 1. Blog page printscreen

There were six comments to this post’, a fact that may indicate students showed

interest in sharing their ideas of a perfect day.

“My perfect day would be doing simples things. First, [ would like to wake up without an alarm clock and to
have the breakfast in the bed. | would like to spend more time with my mom, my dad and my brother, in
some beautiful beach. We would relax and have good meals. | would like to swim and walk on the beach

with them”.
e e e e e e ek ek e e e e e ek ek ke ok ok ko ko
“Hi all,

Hope you had a perfect day last Xmas!!! xD My perfect day was like last weekend when | was with my

® «perfect Day” is a song written by Lou Reed in 1972.
" Three examples are included in this article due to limitation of space.
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friends having a real good time, sharing good news and plans for the future. Also, it would be a day at the
beach, a sunny and beautiful day.

Best,”

KTAKEAEAAAKR A AR KA AA KR AA A AR A AN A AR KR AA A AN A AN KA AA XA AA A XA A AAhdhhhikhx

“In a perfect day I wouldn’t worry about time. I would wake up, take a good breakfast and would go to the
beach in a such sunny day. During the night | would have a magnificent dinner with my bride and we would

watch a good movie embraced, without problems and without worries about time...”"

Students expressed themselves in varied forms, they used the second conditional and
the past to express their ideas of what a perfect day would be like. Therefore, after being
motivated by a song and being exposed to language in use, students had the opportunity to use
the language they had learned in order to express themselves freely, so they were not asked to
use any specific form. According to Willis (1996, p. 18) “learners need more chances to use
the target language with each other, not just to practice forms, but also to achieve results”.

According to Willis* (1996) framework, there are three distinct phases in task-based
learning. The first phase is the pre-task when students are introduced to the topic, the second
one is the task cycle when students are able to use the language more freely, and the third
phase is the language focus when students have contact with specific language forms that can
be used to convey a specific meaning, as expressing a hypothesis, for example. Hence, after
performing an activity which was based on a free conversation, the next activity (in Figure 2)
emphasized the third phase indicated by Willis (1996).

Exercises

1. Choose one or two of the situations below and write an answer at comments. Use the second conditional structure to write your answers:
Wi ifi?

0 th second conditionals [ if + past simple , would + base form of the verb )

chance? Suppose that you are already taken and no one would ever know about it in the future

2. Would you agree to wash toilets for five years if that meant to wash hunger away from the planet? Suppose that a statue would be raised in

Figure 2. Blog page printscreen

The instructions of the exercise made it explicit that students should use the second

conditional form to write their answers. Before starting the activity, the tutor provided an
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explanation of the second conditional use and structure. As can be seen in the following

extracts, all the participants used the requested form:

“If my boyfriend had painted a horrible painting and asked me about his paint, 1'd tell the truth, but maybe |
would wait a good moment for that.(Ana)
KEAEAEKRAKR KR AR A AA A AR KA AR A AR A AR R AR XA AR A AR A AR A AR A AR A AA A XA dhdh*k
Hi all,

“Let me see... Ifa classmate sitting next to me smells really bad, first of all | would try to sit in another class

tactfully, and then I would write him/her a small note telling him/her I was a bit sick of a strong smell coming
from that side and ask for help. I'm not sure if this is too rude, but I do think
something should be done to warm him/her on that ‘issue’, trying to solve it ”.

(Luana)

B R s e e R e R s o e e R e R e e e R R R e R e R S T

“Hi, Luana very good your solution for the situation...
Other answer:
If [ had seen a coworker doing something wrong, like to take away from office some materials to home. I'd
talk with him/her about the situation, if he/she was really my friend. But if [ hadn’t enough nearness I'd say

to my boss take more attencion but without to tell exactly what I had seen”.(Ana)

AAIAAAKAAAX AR A AR A AR KA AR XA AR A AR A AN KR AA A XA A AA A dA A AAdAhddhhdix*k

Hi Ana, Thanks for your comment!!!
You also gave a good solution to that situation. If the referred coworker is your friend, you have to wam
him/her. I think it is the most fair and honest action to take in such a case.

Best,Luana

Khkkhkhkhkkkhhkkhkhkhkhkhkhhhkhkrkhkhdrhhhhhhkhhhhkhkihkrihkhihhhhhhhhhihkiikrkxkx

Willis (1996, p. 102) states that “language analysis activities should not consist of
decontextualized presentation and practice of language item in isolation”. It is important to
mention that although this type of exercise was more guided, it was in line with the
perspective adopted in this work since students were still talking about things which they
really meant and they were not only completing gaps with the target form out of context.
Besides, students were able to read each others’ posts and comment on their peers’
hypotheses. In the previous extracts, it can be seen that Ana and Luana make comments on
each others’ alternatives for each situation.

The fourth activity proposed was about childhood memories. Before asking students to
share their childhood memories, the tutor provided a link to a song by Madonna® (which is

about childhood memories) and asked them to complete the lyrics.

8 “This Used to Be My Playground” is a song performed by Madonna.
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Willis (1996) presents a framework for teaching/learning a FL based on former studies
about how languages are learnt. The author suggests several task-based activities which
encourage real communication in the FL, such as listing, ordering and sorting, comparing,
problem solving, sharing personal experience and working with creative tasks. From the
different types of tasks exemplified by the researcher, “sharing personal experience” seems to
be in consonance with what is proposed in this study since the tasks in the blog discussed here
helped students to talk about themselves and share their feelings, past experiences and
thoughts. As reported by Willis (1996, p.27), “the resulting interaction (in this type of sharing
personal experience activity) is closer to casual social conversation in that it is not so directly
goal-oriented as in other tasks”. In the task proposed in the current study, students were
invited to write about their own childhood memories, after listening to the song and

completing the lyrics.

On Sundays my family used to go to my grandmother’s houses. | liked to climb trees, to play with my brother and
with my cousins, to study. | used to help my parents with their little store since | had five years old. On vacations
we used to go to Cidreira beach.(Ana)

e e e e e e ke e e ke e ek ke ko ek ek ke ek ok ko ok ok ok
When I was child, | was a very quiet girl. | have a sister and we played together all the time. My sister is older
than me, but I’'m bigger than her. We jumped rope, played ball, played with dolls, and others plays. | missing

that time. (Laura)

When I was a child | stayed a long time in the street, | used to play football, hide-and-seek ... There were a old

house in my street, and my neighbors and I thought it was haunted... Good times... (Antonio)

Although the use of the “used to” form to talk about habits in the past is presented in
the lyrics and is included by the teacher in the question, students were not asked to adopt any
specific language form at this time. Students were left free to express themselves more
naturally using whatever language forms they wanted. Some of them applied the “used to”
form while others expressed their ideas writing the simple past. Nevertheless, as it can be
seen, both were successful in conveying meaning. In relation to students who are able to
convey meaning but not necessarily use the target form, Willis (1996, p. 134) states that “this
may be because their own developing language systems are not yet ready to cope with its use
or because they do not need the new pattern to express the meaning they want”. In this case,
students do not necessarily need to employ the target form to express their childhood
memories. Instead, they could utilize the simple past to report their past memories. The online
tutor does not need to correct students just because they did not use the target form.

Otherwise, these learners can feel frustrated.
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The fifth activity posted provided a link to a video in which children talk about their
impressions of Edvard Munch’s painting “The Scream”. Then after watching the video, the

students were required to write about their impression of the same piece of art.

The first impression that | had of the picture is fear, the man seems scared, alone, helpless. He is looking at

something appalling and near from him there isn’t any safe place ”. (Laura)

The picture doesn 't bring good feelings for me. I imagine that the man is scared about the people, the bad things

that the people are able of doing. | suppose he is screaming for a world of peace ”. (Antonio)

By providing a link to a video in which people perform a similar task, the tutor is
guaranteeing that students are exposed to language examples which can help their own
production. According to Furstenberg (1997, p. 2) multimedia materials “provide the user
with a rich context for learning, a high degree of immersion, and the potential for varied
interactions”. When students watch the video, they are being exposed to more input in the FL.
Moreover, their comments showed that they interacted with the material since they made
meaning out of it. As was mentioned above, for Collins and Berge (1996), it is important that
the online tutor considers two types of interaction: the student-content interaction and a
student-content-student interaction. In this activity, we can observe that both kinds of
interaction occurred, since students were exposed to an authentic version of the FL, made
meaning out of it, and also could read and comment on their peers’ opinions (even though
they were not asked to make those comments).

One of the roles of the online tutor is to motivate students by asking questions, calling
them to participate, complimenting them for their comments, and so on. The online tutor has
to avoid using ready-made automatic phrases like “Well done!” “Nice”! More than designing
tasks to be done online, the tutor has to show interest in the students’ practice. That is to say
that the online tutor has to demonstrate that he really reads and reflects about students’
answers so that they feel that what they wrote was relevant and so that they will feel
motivated to write more. Moreover the online tutor also has to act as a motivator, calling

students to participate, as can be observed in the following posts.

Hi everyone,
Luiza, Bella and Sophia have already told us about their impressions on Edvard Munch’s painting, And how
about you? ...What are your impressions? ...I'm so curious to hear from you. Please, leave a comment here and
tell us about your impression on the painting!

Hugs (teacher)
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Hi, Antonio
That’s nice to see you around here! | totally agree with you, Sophia and Bella are SO cute.
You know...?, there is an expression that is “scared to death”, it means “extremely scared”. So, we could say
that the man seems to be scared to death.

Hugs, (teacher)

At the end of the project, the participants answered an open questionnaire in order to
reflect on the experience of practicing the FL by reading and writing texts published in a
blogging platform. The students reported that they felt motivated to write because they knew
their texts would be read by their peers. One student also reported that she could improve her

vocabulary knowledge as well as the language structure:

“I think that it is important to write in English, because it intensifies not only the vocabulary, but also grammar

aspects. When we study by ourselves we do not have a feedback, nobody reads what we are writing, but with the

blog we know that other people will read, and maybe, giving opinions, thisway the study is more stimulating.”
(Ana)

When asked if they had read and commented on their peers’ texts, one student said
that although he had not commented on his colleagues’ texts, he had read all of them.
Likewise, another student said that, although she had responded to only some of the

classmates’ posts, she had read her peers’ comments:

I've read all the posts and in some situations... I made a comment on my colleagues’ posts. (Laura)

* % * % * % *% * % * % ** * % * % ** * k%

I've read all the posts, always. However, I've just posted one comment for the first activity that was about

introductions. (Antonio).

Students were also asked if they had interacted and worked collaboratively with their
peers. They mentioned that although they had not helped each other directly, they believed

that the fact of posting comments was useful to promote practice of the FL:

| believe that, in general, there was collaboration among students.. (Ana)

* % * % * % *% * % * % *% * % * % *% * %

I am afraid my English is not so good, but I think I have colaborated because | posted comments and my

coleagues had to read them (Laura)

The students were also asked if they had found any difficulty in using the tool. One
student reported that at the beginning it was a bit difficult but that after being used to the tool
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it became easier. Another student reported that she had had some trouble finding the edit

button and so she could not edit her texts after the teacher’s feedback:

In the beginning | could not find the blog, but after | had gotten used to it, it became easier. (Laura)

R o e o e R 2 e R e R o R R o R T R R T R T R T R R R S e e

I could not find out how to delete the activities | had already sent in order to make edition. (Ana)

The findings from the study conducted by Fageeh (2011, p. 41) showed that weblogs
may encourage “students’ self-expression in English, inducing a revolutionary engagement in
writing.” The findings of this study corroborate this idea, since students were engaged in
reading and writing meaningful texts and sharing their ideas and personal experiences in a
social context, guided by tasks proposed by the teacher and mediated by technology. Students
also had the opportunity of being exposed to different input in the FL, available in the digital
environment. Besides, according to the feedback when answering the questionnaire, the
learners recognized the tool as a form of increasing contact with the FL and they felt they
were learning from each other. Fageeh (2011, p. 41) claims that “blogging further tends real
communication chances in which writing and reading take place in an authentic environment
where there is a real, active, interactive audience”. Aware of this real audience, students
showed their concerns about language structure and appropriateness in order to be understood

by their interlocutors.

FINAL REMARKS

It was found that the use of the blog during the project provided students with more
opportunities for reading and writing meaningful texts in the FL. Participants reported that the
experience helped them to practice the FL meaningfully, increasing their vocabulary, and that
it pushed them to write more accurately since they knew people would actually read their
texts. Some students also reported that they felt motivated to write, as they would have some
feedback from the teacher and maybe from their peers about their texts. One of the students,
Lia, reported that she used to read her peers’ comments even though she hardly ever
commented back on their posts. The same student described the experience within the blog as
a chance of being in contact with the foreign language.

In order to accomplish the activities, the students had to use their previous knowledge,
activating the language they had already learned. In addition, they were encouraged to think

critically on the issues which were being discussed by presenting their opinions through
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written language. More than reviewing already known vocabulary, the written practice has
encouraged them to look for new vocabulary and new ways of expressing their ideas in the
FL. According to Mynard (2007, p. 3), “foreign language students need to draw on previously
learned language in order to write a blog entry, which means that they are very likely to be
reflecting on their understanding of the language as they compose their blog entries”.
Although in this study, students were not supposed to write any blog entry, just comment on
the tutor’s entries in the blog, and eventually make comments on each other’s comments, they
still had to reflect on the language they were learning as well as to search for new vocabulary
and new ways to express their thoughts.

Although the activities did not require students to engage in solving collaborative
tasks, Lia reported that reading her peers’ comments helped her to build her own texts. This
practice is in line with the sociocultural perspective since students could learn from each
other. In other words, reading their peers’ text and commenting on their posts were ways of
learning collaboratively without being directly engaged in a collaborative task.

When students read a text posted by the teacher and/or their peers’ texts, they are
making meaning out of these texts. Thus, the practice of sharing personal experiences by
reading and writing meaningful texts may help students to improve their language knowledge
and competence. In this process, the tutor acts as a resource provider who uses his knowledge
in order to guide the students to construct their own knowledge of the FL. The tutor designs
tasks and guides students who engage in challenging activities in order to activate their
previous knowledge and construct new knowledge about the FL by doing the activities.
Moreover, the tutor acts as a motivator who calls students to participate and promote

interaction.
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