A computer-mediated communication project to promote EFL writing at a Thai University

Wararat W ha nc hit wwararat@holyrood.ed.ac.uk

Supervisors : Mr. Eric Glendinning and Mr.Gillies Haughton

ABSTRACT

Theresearch aims to exploretheoutcomes of a CMC learning environment-- discussion forum, when int egrated wit h EFL writing.

A pilot study is conduct ed at Walailak University as an initial survey of a possibility t hat theuseof a net wor k-based discussion forumcan promot eEnglish la nguagelearning, particularly in theprocess of writ ing. Thetool provides fift een voluntary student participants wit h opportunit ies to 1) asynchronously discuss topics of inter est with peers and for eigners befor ewriting a composit ion on the t opics; 2 ) get feedback and comments on thewrit ing.

Theprocedur es arebased on thehypothesis that students will incorporatelanguageand generatetheideas fromtheuse of target languagein authent ic situations.

Thepaper presents theactual study, and thefact ors that constrained thestudy fromachieving its goal.

1 INTRODUCTION

Computer-mediated communication is believed to be an effect ive means for Thailear ners of

English since it allows themto connect to the world using English language as a medium.

More likely, network-based tools could be made more beneficial in a ruralarea where litt le channelis open for authentic language use. The studyis conducted at Walailak Universit y, located in a ruralarea ofsouthern Thailand. It focuses on the use ofa CMC toolto support students´ wr iting per for mance, focusing on the process ofwrit ing.

1.1 Keywords

CMC: Co mputer-mediated Communicat ion,

EFL wr it ing: English as foreign language wr it ing,

Walailak Universit y( WU): a newly established Univer sit yin Nakhon S ithammarat, Thailand.

1.2 Hypothesis

Participation in a CMC discussio n and exposure to feedback by efficient readers will have posit ive effects on students´ wr iting per for mance.

1.3 Objective

To explore the outcomes ofa CMC learning environment˙network-based discussio n forum, when integrated with EFL wr it ing

2 RESEARCH PLAN

2.1 Research questions

Does participat ion in a co mputer-mediated communicat ion (CMC) discussio n forumand exposure to feedback by efficient readers affect students´ writ ing per for mance?

2.1.1 Associated research questions a. Is there evidence that students incorporate the ideas and change their language use and wr iting st yles as a result offeedback given by peers and readers?

b. Does CMC affect students´ lear ning strategies?

c. Does CMC promote language awareness?

d. Does CMC motivate learner s to use L2?

e. Wit h CMC environment, what do students do to acquire second language? To what extent do theydo that?

2.2 Research tool

The main research toolfor this studyis a network-based discussio n forum (figure 1), which includes:

` Readers ´ who are more competent user ofthe language.

` Resources ´ refer to related links on the Internet that support the forumwork ( e.g news report, dict ionar ies, grammar books)

(Assignments)

Figure 1 ˘ The Project Model

Discussion

Forum learners readers

participants

research er

suggested topic opinions

First

writing

by

learners ideas incorporation

langua ge reformulation

Discussion

Forum first dra ft

Internet

resources

Internet

resources

participants first dra ft

Feedba ck

from readers

peer responses

Final

writing

by

learners

Internet

resources questions

questions

ideas incorporation

langua ge reformulation

final dra ft

Internet

Publication

Stage 1

Readers´ role

Stage 2

Readers´ role

Stage 3

Readers´ role

3 PILOT STUDY

3.1 Subjects

The subjects were 15 second year students in Mass Co mmunicat ion, Nursing, Agr icultural

Techno logyat Walailak Universit y, Thailand .

3.2 Students´ background

Allo fthe students passed the English 5 course, which was the last compulsorymodule at

WU. They did not take anyEnglish course during this term. They all claimed theylike

English language; but I have no records oftheir previous grades in English. In addit io n some

students exper ienced being abroad on an exchange program, or an English course. Most of

themhave so me exper iences wit h computers: some are regular users while others use

computers onlyoccasio nally. One ofthemment ioned not to check ver ymuch his e-mail.

Theyalso used the CAI programfor English reading purpose created bythe CAI teamat WU.

Allo fthemuse chat programs and e- mailin both Thaiand English.

3.3 Research methods

The students were randomlydivided into three groups offive. Theywere asked to participate

in the forumbylogging in and theywere asked to contribute a message at least once or twice

a week. Apart fro mthe students, there were three other foreign participants (non-nat ive

speakers ofEnglish). A rough schedule was set for each group to controlthe discussio n.

Apart fro mthe forum, a questionnaire was also carried out asking for generalinfor mat ion

about the students´ attitudes towards the computer and their use ofEnglish.

3.4 Research tools

The toolused in the studywas an asynchronous network-based discussio n forumprovided by

Media and Learning Technology Service ( MALTS), Edinburgh Universit y. The forumwas

accessed via a link present on the English Sanuk project Website at

http://www.ed.ac.uk/~wwararat .

Figure 2 ˘ Screenshot ofthe actualforum

4 OUTCOMES

The quest ionnair es show students´ posit ive attitudes towards both English and the computer.

However, the students ment ioned the difficult ies theyencountered with the computer system.

As a result theydid not participate in the forumas expected. Hence, the studydid not achieve its aimat the stage ofstudents´ essaywr it ing.

Table 1 shows the small number ofmessages contributed bythe students versus those ofthe readers.

Table 1 - Summar yo foutcomes (25/01/00 ˘ 28/02/00)

Group Messages

(students, readers)

Tasks

1 16 (8, 8) Selfintroduction and filmdiscussio n

2 9 (3,6) Selfintroduction and discussio n about tourist ic places

3 6 (3,3) Selfintroduction

4.1 Pilot study constraints

The pilot studyhas revealed a number ofproblems wit h the research project bear ing in mind that the pilot was conductedover a short period oftime.

Possible constraints could be the fo llowing:

(1) vo luntar ywork instead ofclassroom- based activit y a. pr iorit yis always given to classroomact ivit ies

(2) mot ivat ions a. topics o finterest, or task design might not be interest ing enough b. rewards or incent ives should be given to the participants c. the foruminter faces and thread layout were not verywell-organised

(3) technicalproblems, Internet connect ion and access to the Internet a. lack oftechno logical support e.g. ISP b. inter mittent blackout c. inconvenient access to the computer and the Internet

(4) time constraints a. relat ivelyshort time for the study b. termtime act ivit ies interruption e.g. mid-ter mexams c. the tri-semester terms does not allow much free time for extra activit ies

4.2 Example sets of outcomes

Fourteen messages sent byeight students were examined br iefly. There seems to be few points fro mtheir wr it ing that could be useful for further study.

(1) The [ messages] writ ings are presented in infor mal language. For example, subjects are quite often o mitted, and features ofspoken language are used (using uhmm, uh .. huh, �):

a. happy to knowyou all b. I´m (her name)�nickname is (her nickname)� uhmmm I don´t knowwhat I should to say�but in this forum �

(2) The language used was ver ymuch influenced byThai language. This includes st yles, grammar patterns (e.g. tense form, sentence structure, the use oflong sentences without proper punctuation):

a. *I come back again with happy b. *It wonderful c. *It very beautiful d. *I should to say e. *It’s a Italian’s film by Roberto Benigni after I sawthis film it gave me a power to live because it showthat life’s beautiful and don’t worries about anything it’ll be fine if we’ re enjoy and face to problem smilingly

(3) It does not seemthat the students noticed the language used by other participants. There was no obvious sign oflanguage incorporation. That is, theydid not notice the tense usage, word choices, or other grammat ical patterns:

a. *My gramma is more good b. *Watch the film

The data collected during the pilot study, however, are not enough to answer the research questions. Further more, there was no actualessay wr it ing in the pilot study, which would be a significant data set in the research. At the stage, it is important to mend the research plan in order to conduct an actualstudyin the approaching term. Data collect ion will be based on the same framework with so me slight changes in the procedures and tool.

5 CONCLUSION

Alt hough the pilot studydid not achieve its goal, the constraints illustrated what to be done as amendments. The next plan is to restart the project and integrate it with an English wr it ing course for a whole academic term(June-August 2000). Bythis means, it is more likely that a group ofstudents will attend the forumas part ofthe course activit ies, wr ite essays, present their workto the others through forums, and do peer evaluat ion.

Update Note: Since the paper was presented in June, another exper iment has later been conducted fromJune to August 2000. The data are under analysis. For more infor mat ion, please contact wwararat@holyrood.ed.ac.uk .

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Due to great help frommanypeople, the pilot studycould be conducted. I would like to thank themall: mytwo supervisors- Mr.Glendinning and Mr. Haughton, Robert Sand and MALTS

Universit y ofEdinburgh with the support on the network-based discussio n forum. Also, I thank Giaco mo for his technical advice. Most ofall, the fift een students, lecturers, and Olga at Walailak Universit yinvo lved in the studydeserve my big thanks.

References (related to the research)

Bee-Lay, S. and S. YeePing (1991) `English by e-ma il: cr eating a global classroomvia themediumof comput er technology´ ELT Journal 45(4), 287-292.

Chapelle, C. (1999) `Theory and research: invest igation of ^authentic~ languagelearning tasks´ in Joy

Egbert and Elizabeth Hanson-S mith ( eds.) CALL Environments: Research, practice, and critical issues TESOL, USA.

Daiute , C. (1985) Writing and Computers . Addison-Wesley Publishing, US A.

Frizler, K. (1995) The Internet as an educational tool in ESOL writing instruction , Thesis (MA.), San

Francisco StateUniversity, US A.

Hea ley, D. (1999)`Classroompractice: Communicative skill-building tasks in CALL environments´ in Egbert, J and Hanson-S mit h, E. (eds.) CALL Environment: Research, practice, and critical issues . (pp.116-136)TESOL, Inc., USA.

Jacobs, G.M. and Ratmanida (1996) `The apppropriacy of group activit ies: views fromsome

Southeast Asia n second la nguageeducators´, RELC Journal 27(1) June, 103-20.

Kemp, F. (1993) `Theorigins of ENFI, net work theor y, and comput er-based collaborativewrit ing instruction at theUniversit y of Texas´ in B. Bruce, J.K. Peyton, T. Batson (eds.) Network-based classrooms: promises and realities . CambridgeUniversit y Press. USA.

Kroonenberg, N. (1994) `Developing communicativeand t hinking skills via electronic ma il´ TESOL

Journal 4(2), 24-27.

Leki, I. (1993) `Coaching fromthemargins: issues in writt en response´ in Second Language Writing:

Research insights for theclassroom . Barbara Kroll (ed.) CambridgeUniversit y Press, UK.

Levy, M. (1997) Computer-assisted language learning: context and conceptualization . Clarendon

Press. Oxford.

Liaw , M. (1998)`Using electronic mail for English as a foreign languageinstruction´. System 26(3),

335-351.

Little, D. and Brammerts , H. (1996) `Aguide to language learning in tandem via the Internet´ in CLCS

Occasional Paper , no.46, 55 pages.

Moudraia, O.V. (1999) English IV: Core English Program (Tutorial) , Coursebook. Walailak

University. Thailand.

Penningt on, M., Costa, V., So, S., Shing, J.L.W., Hirose, K., and Niedzielski, K. (1997)`Theteaching of English-as-a-second-langua gewrit ing in theAsia-Pacific region: a cross-country comparison´

RELC Journal 28(1), 120-143.

Raimes, A. (1991) `Out of thewoods: emer ging traditions in thet eaching of writ ing´ TESOL

Quarterly 25(3), 407-430.

Robb, T., Ross, S. and Shortreed, I. (1986) `Salienceof feedback on error and its effect on EFL writ ing qualit y´ TESOL Quarterly 20(1),

Vilmi, R. (1999a) URL: http://www.hut.fi/~rvilmi/Project/

Vygotsky , L. (1962) Thought and Language . Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Vygotsky, L. (1978) Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes .

MA :Harvard Universit y Press.

Whit e, R., and Arndt , V. (1991) Process Writing . Longma n Group. England

Zamel , V. (1985). Responding to student writ ing. TESOL Quarterly , 19, 79-101.

Warschauer, M. (1995) E-Mail for English Teaching: Bringing the Internet and computer learning net works into the language classroom . TESOL, Inc. USA.

Warschauer, M. (1998, July). New media, new lit eracies: challenges for thenext century. Plenary addr ess at theannual confer enceof theEnglish Teacher Association of Israel, Jerusalem. R etrieved

October 26, 1998, fromt heWorld WideWeb: http://www.boker.org.il/eng/etni/etaitalk2.html .

(NB: quot ed in Bicknell, 1999)

Warschauer, M., Turbee, L. and Roberts, B. (1996) `Comput er learning net works and students empower ment´ System 24(1), 1-14.