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New technologies are increasingly becoming a component of education, as computers 
are integrated into both students' lives and as a teacher's tool of management and 
teaching. At the same time, constructivist learning theories have had extensive effects a t  
the leve1 of learning paradigms and in prescribed education goals. Yet there are 
worrying gaps between theory and practice, especially in the use of the Internet and 
language teaching. Among the many possible roles of the Internet, there is the obvious 
appeal of direct linkage to the target language by way of collaboration amongst 
international language learners. However, as with any pedagogical resource, a close and 
critica1 look at  the potential of the Internet for implementing a constructivist-based 
learning environment is imperative. This article, based on the results of an international 
telecollaborative project between six countries, addresses the reality that there must be 
more emphasis on raising teachers' awareness and knowledge about online educational 
project management, rather than simply focusing on basic ICT training in the foreign 
language classroom. The article delineates practical considerations for setting up and 
then managing online language learning projects, with the focus being on the teachers' 
role in the overall process of socially embedded, shared learning. 

Introduction 

Two heads are better than one if, and only if, the two heads agree on what they're doing and 
on how they're going to go about doing it. (Bruffee 1995, 1) 

The use of the Internet in education is receiving more and more attention as an 
effective resource for teaching, and especially as a means of creating new opportunities for 
constructivist approaches. However, the Internet as a pedagogical resource must be clearly 
defined in its role in promoting the construction of shared knowledge, not simply as a 
repository of available information to be downloaded and consumed uncritically. This 
implies taking a close look at its potential as a pedagogical tool and the way in which this 
potential relates to the paradigm of the learning process which underlies its use. 

This article, based on the results of an international project' aimed at teachers 
interested in online collaboration, addresses the reality that there must be more emphasis 
on raising teachers' awareness and knowledge about online educational project manage- 
ment, rather than simply focusing on basic information and communication technology 
(ICT) training for teachers. The article delineates practical considerations for setting up 
and then managing online language learning projects, with the focus being on the teacher's 
role in the learning process - a learning process embedded in the social context of online 
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collaboration. An essential factor for effective collaboration in language learning is to 
provide computer-supported 'links' between learners so that each participant benefits from 
the knowledge and contributions of the other learner(s). Teachers must aim to facilitate 
carefully planned exchanges for their students, based on mutually shared learning goals: 
moving beyond a simple 'hook-up' between two learners carrying out rote tasks. 

A constructivist framework for computer-supported coiiaboration 

Many educators highlight the potential of the Internet for supporting constructivist 
teaching approaches because it requires exchanging and processing of information, can 
promote abstract thinking, can be used to focus on problem-solving and can help promote 
constructivist learning processes (Baskin 200 1; Fujike 2004; Leask and Pachler 200 1; 
Warschauer and Kern 2000). Although constructivism can be said to cover severa1 
different approaches, the use of the term in this article refers to an underlying assumption 
that individuals are active agents who are purposefully seeking and constructing 
knowledge within a meaningful context. This implies that knowledge cannot be 
understood as a fixed object; instead, knowledge is constructed by an individual and 
stems from his or her own experience of that object. 

A further element of socio-constructivism which is important to this article is the process of 
learning through shared knowledge-building - a process which emphasises a joint effort 
(Mercer 1995) of knowledge construction. Understandably, along this line of shared 
knowledge-building, many authors and educators have begun to cal1 attention to the potential 
of network-based tools as a means of support for collaborative learning (Stacey 1999; Rogers 
2000; Warschauer 1997). The potential for computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL) 
was already being explored by some researchers 10 to 15 years ago (Dede and Palumbo 1991; 
Edelson et al. 1995; Ellis et al. 1991; Scardamalia and Bereiter 1994), but it has recently received 
a further boost with the increase in the numbers of technologically supported classrooms. 

Tn particular, network-based projects provide excellent possibilities for elaborating 
student-centred, collaborative language learning. This premise is based on the idea that 
computer-supported systems can support and facilitate group interaction and group 
dynamics in ways that are not always achievable in face-to-face interaction. Of course, 
online collaborative activities are not designed to replace face-to-face communication, 
rather, they are designed to enhance the opportunity for discovering multi-perspectives 
and for knowledge sharing with other students outside their everyday context (typically in 
another country and with a shared target language). This new knowledge can then be tied 
in with the students' prior knowledge. Effective online interaction requires distanced 
learners to construct joint intelligence through geographically distributed work or tasks 
that will lead to problem-solving, reflection and assimilation of new knowledge. 

This growing interest in network-based collaborative learning implies a need for more 
teacher knowledge about setting up and managing this type of collaboration between 
distanced school partners. As Leask and Pachler (2001) have pointed out, there is a need 
for both teachers and teacher trainees to be technologically aware and competent. 
Designing, setting up and implementing these learning opportunities require the same 
amount of time and attention to be spent on teacher-partner collaboration as is spent on 
the learner collaboration; in short, project management between teachers is an essential part 
of effective online collaboration between language learners. Online shared knoivledge- 
building will not happen simply through online contact between language learners. While it 
is true that language learners are given the chance to use the target language with others 
for purposeful communication that reaches far beyond the classroom walls (indubitably 
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this can be a very motivating factor for setting up telecollaborative language projects), 
inevitably such exchanges will fa11 short if the purpose of the contact is limited to only 
'using the language' as the target of online interaction. As Pachler and Daly (2006) have 
pointed out, the social and psychological dimensions of network-based exchanges are 
highly complex and require adequate understanding of this complexity in order to 
properly facilitate learning through online collaboration. 

The factors outlined above, coupled with the awareness of a general lack of teacher 
experience on how to develop online collaborative projects (Balanskat et al. 2006,4) served 
as the impetus for the development of the project discussed here. The project provided 
technical and pedagogical support to language teachers in 13 different education centres 
(located in six different countries)' who were interested in incorporating network-based 
collaborative projects into their language teaching. The focus of this project was not on ICT 
training (as it is felt that ICT tools are constantly changing), instead the emphasis was on 
'hands-on' experience and exchange of knowledge between the teachers in order to construct 
new ideas and understandings for working in network-based environments. This helped 
demonstrate to the participants that the Internet could, indeed should, become a part of their 
teaching resources, thus encouraging them to see network-based interaction as a key practice 
for their job as language teachers. Some ideas and guidelines on setting up collaborative 
language learning projects, gleaned from the project experience, are outlined in this article. 

The project and its participants 
The ideas and examples presented here concerning the setting up and carrying out of 
network-based collaborative language learning projects stem from the input of 23 teachers 
from six EU countries. Following the orientation of Burniske and Monke (200 l), the goal 
of the project was to create a virtual environment and provide technical support to allow 
teachers and teacher trainees to learn from one another through dialogic interactions. The 
project took Burniske and Monke's (2001) distinction between telecomputing and 
telecollaboration as a starting point. Telecomputing is seen as the provision of networked 
computers with an accompanying assumption that learning will occur through this 
network. On the other hand, telecollaboration is described as a networked learning scenario 
with genuine interaction between participants. Instead of relying on a network of 
computers to produce interaction, or simply having interpersonal exchanges or information 
collection, telecollaboration aims at providing problem-solving projects that will facilitate 
genuine interaction with students in which they share the learning process. 

First, the project partners worked together to develop a Web portal that matched their 
specific needs for exploring the possibilities of online collaborative projects (briefly, these 
were 'micro-projects' carried out within the wider scope of a European Comenius Project). 
The portal, based on a role-based, open-source platform, was highly customisable, and 
allowed for the self-designing of the diverse collaborative projects set up between the 
partners. The project partners had individual workspaces with homepages that provided 
options they could activate or deactivate, such as an online WebQuest editor, and 
personalised communication and publication tools, e.g. weblogs, forums, wiki pages and 
chat. The partners could then create virtual classrooms and project spaces for starting and 
managing telecollaborative projects, using whichever formats they felt best matched their 
projects. 

By working in the portal in co-authored, co-directed school projects, the project 
partners were given the opportunity to bring personal and professional experience to the 
fore and thus reflect on the process of designing, managing and evaluating network-based 
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projects in school practice. This meant that the partners were involved in the different 
experiential phases of telecollaboration - pre-design, design, implementation, assessment 
and closure - throughout the three-year period of the coordinated projects. Ques- 
tionnaires, self-assessment and partner-assessment reports, student feedback and partners' 
emails pertinent to the projects' development and implementation comprise the data 
Corpus of the three-year project. These data provide the basis for the observations herein. 

New strategies for online coiiaboration in language teaching 
The teacher's theoretical framework of learning - that is, their basic approach to 
understanding how learning takes place - has been found to have a direct link to the way 
in which teachers incorporate computer use into their teaching. To cite one example, a 
study conducted by Becker and Reil (2000) found that there was a clear relationship 
between teachers with constructivist principles and the way in which computers were used 
for facilitating knowledge. Becker and Reil's study showed that not only were these 
teachers 'more likely to have their students use computers on a regular basis during class 
time' they also engaged in more cornrnunicative, collaborative activities such as 
communicating with other people, analysing data or learning to work collaboratively. 

This proved to be the case for two primary education centres which were partnered in 
an online 'environmental' project. While one teacher actively engaged her students in 
helping to design and develop the online formats and content to be used in the project (e.g. 
a webquest to measure the students' impact on the environment), the partner students' 
online activity was limited to posting the 'end-product'. This resulted in disappointment 
and frustration in the students who had designed the original activities, since they were 
unable to participate in (or even observe) their partners' interaction with their activities. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, a discussion between the two teachers during the design phase of 
their project highlighted the fact that the second teacher took a quite prescriptive and 
linear approach to language teaching. 

Given the fact that network-based teaching approaches can build upon collaborative 
efforts that focus on dialogue, interaction and shared knowledge between learners, the 
need for the development of strategies which will enable language teachers to enhance 
learners' opportunities through the potential of online collaboration is highlighted in this 
anecdotal case description. Indeed, the need for new strategies is not simply to innovate 
educational practices; it is a requisite for preparing students for modern society. Students' 
future employability may well require, rather than standardised test performance, both 
language skills and knowledge of effective collaborative efforts as part of teamwork 
performance (Gallagher 1997; Johnson et al. 199 1; Salpeter 2003). 

Effective coiiaboration begins with negotiation and discussion 
Many times when thinking about or discussing a collaborative online project, the 
collaborative process between the teachers is ignored or does not receive as much attention 
in terms of planning as the student interaction, when it is, in fact, one of the essential factors 
for setting up and implementing effedive network-based collaboration between classes. 
Indeed, it seems almost ironic that getting the students to work with others located in another 
country is quite often the easy part - but the teachers frequently have a hard time 
collaborating with their counterparts! The need for experience in collaborative work, for 
careful planning and negotiation, and for commitment from the participants is as applicable 
to the partner teachers as it is to the learners involved in the project, perhaps even more so. 
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Just as there rnay be cultural differences in learning processes carried out through online 
interaction (Smith 2000; Tumer 2000), there are also cultural differences in teaching processes 
involving online interaction (as exemplified in the description of the environmental project in 
the previous section). There are different styles and preferentes for online communication 
and this can have an effect on the way the partners respond to each other (Iivonen et al. 1998; 
Kim and Bonk 2002; Liang and McQueen 1999). It has been demonstrated that length of 
texts and time taken for responding to correspondence can vary according to different 
cultures (Cuthell 2006; Rosen et al. 2005). This can produce long-term and sometimes 
devastating effects on the way in which online collaboration occurs. For instante, if a 
teaching partner does not answer an  email within the expected amount of time (each 
individual's perception of the correct amount of time to be allowed varies), the other partner 
might assume there is no interest, or rnay become angry or fmstrated. This is exemplified in 
the following email discussing one partner's negative feelings about the response she finally 
received from her partner after a period of severa1 weeks without any contact. 

Hello   ir anda,^ 
Pekka has finally sent us an email today. i'm really put out because after a11 of the elaborate 
texts 1 have sent her, she simply sends me this with just these few words: 

Hello, 
we are going to send the e-mails. 
In the attachment, there are adrresses (sic) for sure. 
Greetings 
P 

As they say in Spanish ... you can get more out of a rock. Anyway, everything is still going and 
we do and un-do the project as we like. No prob~em!!!4 

As can be seen from this example, the length of time allowed between answering emails 
has created tension for the first partner. In her email she implies that she will no longer 
take the other partner's participation seriously; she will adapt the project to her liking. As 
a consequence, there was very little sense of collaboration between the teachers by the end 
of the project. 

Of course, each project will obviously be planned under different circumstances, and 
the characteristics of collaborative teaching partners cannot be generalised. In some cases, 
the partners rnay know each other personally and rnay have even worked together before, 
and in other cases they rnay have 'found each other' through online partner searches or 
through contacts both partners have in common and so on. Similarly, the way in which the 
collaboration begins will be particular to each case. If partners have the opportunity to 
meet face-to-face, then that is always a good time to begin planning, although this rnay not 
always be possible. If not, it is essential that the partners take the time to get to know each 
other before beginning the project, via online cornmunication such as chats, emails or 
audiophony (Salmon 2000). 

FoIlowing this, and before beginning the project plan, partners should discuss and 
decide on the means and frequency of contact they will maintain throughout the project, 
and each teaching partner must do their best to meet the agreements - especially bearing in 
mind the problems which can stem from lack of communication. Arguably, teachers have 
a responsibility to commit themselves to providing an e-learning environment for their 
students - an environment which positions themselves and their students as active agents 
engaged in knowledge-sharing with others. Without minimal commitment to commu- 
nication with the other members of the project, this premise is nullified. 
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The sections below provide a review of some of their reflections concerning the process of 
designing a network-based project, starting with how to create a 'project map'. 

A recommendation for initial planning is to go from general to specific so that you end 
up with a 'project map'. (The concept of 'project map' was suggested by one of the 
partners and is taken from business management terminology.) Project maps should 
outline the three main phases of projects: (1) planning; (2) tracking and managing; and (3) 
closing the project. Going from the general to the specific is especially helpful in the 
planning stage. The íirst phase will ideally include the definition of the project, plans of the 
activities, plans for procurement of resources needed, contingency plans (risk control) and 
plans for implementation. Here is a possible outline for the planning stage: 

General 

e Make sure you can summarise in your own words what the project is about. 
Exchange your surnmary with your partner to see if you both have the same 
understanding of the project. 
Identify the main learning aims of the project (two or three main ideas; more than 
this probably indicates an overly ambitious project). 
What are the skills the students will need in order to carry out the project (e.g. typing 
skills)? Do they need to acquire these skills beforelduring the project or will they be 
using skills they already have? (Language targets are mentioned in the specific items 
below.) 

e What will be assessed in the project and how? Do al1 the partners agree to this 
assessment? 

e Describe the planned outcome(s) of the project. What impact will it have and on 
whom (students, parents, community, school, partner school, etc.)? 

SpeciJic 

e Make a list of the activities and output for different stages in the project. 
e Make of a list of the language areas the students will need (e.g. specialized 

vocabulary, specific target language structures, greetings, vocabulary for the Internet 
modes, etc.). 

e Add a list of the resources and timeframe for each activity. 
e Combine this with a list of the assessment criteria for the output. 
e Exchange your 'definitions' of the project with your partner again (see the first point) 

and discuss any differences in your definitions. 'Fine-tune' the definition and outline 
with the partner(s). 

This final point is an especially important one. In the following example, the teachers in 
the project managed to avoid a potential problem by taking the time to revise their 
understanding of how the project would go forward. By doing so, the partners realised 
that they had not conceived the project in the same way and adjustments were quickly 
made to remedy possible rnisunderstandings. Just as students working within a socio- 
constructivist framework are required to give public accounts of the different stages of 
their learning, the need for open accounting of how they conceived the different features of 
the project meant the teachers were able to refine their mutual understandings of how to 
carry out their project. 
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Active agency in planning the project 

Once the partners have agreed upon the initial idea for the project, it is necessary to ensure 
that al1 the partners recognise their responsibility as agents in the success or failure of the 
collaboration. This includes fully informing each other about local circumstances, because 
local factors can often have a significant influence on the outcome of the project. Some 
factors to bear in mind are: 

The teachers involved (1s there only one? 1s there a substitute to stand in if needed?). 
e What are the ages of the students involved? The number of students? (If the numbers 

do not match, it will be necessary to think carefully about how to create the online 
collaborative groups.) 

e Interests? 
Language level? 
What must the students study (e.g. curriculum requirements, administrative 
restrictions)? 

Just as learning is embedded in a social context which is developed through 
communication, collaboration and negotiated activities, so collaborative teaching projects 
(even online projects) are also embedded in a social context. This makes open discussion 
between the teachers about personal and professional experiences essential to  the entire 
process. There are many questions which will need to be discussed, concerning the 
availability of computers, the amount of time which can be spent on the project during 
class time etc. Each partner should think carefully about al1 the factors that might be 
relevant and discuss them with his or her partner(s). 

This does not mean that there must be an absolute consensus on how to implement the 
project, but this exchange of information is vital for negotiating the different possible 
meanings that can emerge from individual interpretations of the interaction to takeltaking 
place. Moreover, this can provide the teachers with an important opportunity to learn 
from others' professional activity as well as ensuring support for teachers who are less 
willing to carry out lessons that entail socio-constructivist principles (Bullough 1987; 
Kagan and Tippins 1992). 

For instance, more open communication and negotiation may have helped avoid the 
following peer evaluation: 

After the evaluation of al1 accessible materials, after discussions with al1 people who 
participated in the MICaLL project between the Dutch and Czech students we came to the 
conclusion that the biggest fault lies with the Dutch side, specifically in the approach taken by 
the teacher. Whether it was caused by the Dutch school system or not, the Dutch teacher did 
not manage to dedicate more than two hours to the project [during the entire term]. As he said, 
he did not manage to motivate the Dutch students and he failed in setting an example for 
them. ... he considers it just as an 'optional way to spend his students' free time'. Though this 
approach could be considered as a kind of a modern 'relaxed' approach, i t  was a deterrent to 
the others [Czech students] and blocked the primary sense of this project - international 
communication among students. 

Co-constructing new knowledge about telecoiiaboration 

Al1 the teachers worked together in the final phase of the project - which aimed to co- 
construct an artefact (compilation of guidelines) that reflected their new knowledge 
and understanding of telecollaboration through the mediated interaction with their peers. 
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The sections below provide a review of some of their reflections concerning the process of 
designing a network-based project, starting with how to create a 'project map'. 

A recommendation for initial planning is to go from general to specific so that you end 
up with a 'project map'. (The concept of 'project map' was suggested by one of the 
partners and is taken from business management terminology.) Project maps should 
outline the three main phases of projects: (1) planning; (2) tracking and managing; and (3) 
closing the project. Going from the general to the specific is especially helpful in the 
planning stage. The first phase will ideally include the definition of the project, plans of the 
activities, plans for procurement of resources needed, contingency plans (risk control) and 
plans for implementation. Here is a possible outline for the planning stage: 

General 
e Make sure you can summarise in your own words what the project is about. 

Exchange your summary with your partner to see if you both have the same 
understanding of the project. 

e Identify the main learning aims of the project (two or three rnain ideas; more than 
this probably indicates an overly ambitious project). 

e What are the skills the students will need in order to carry out the project (e.g. typing 
skills)? Do they need to acquire these skills beforelduring the project or will they be 
using skills they already have? (Language targets are mentioned in the specific items 
below .) 

e What will be assessed in the project and how? Do al1 the partners agree to this 
assessment? 

e Describe the planned outcome(s) of the project. What impact will it have and on 
whom (students, parents, comrnunity, school, partner school, etc.)? 

Specific 

e Make a list of the activities and output for different stages in the project. 
e Make of a list of the language areas the students will need (e.g. specialized 

vocabulary, specific target language structures, greetings, vocabulary for the Internet 
modes, etc.). 

e Add a list of the resources and timeframe for each activity. 
e Combine this with a list of the assessment criteria for the output. 
e Exchange your 'definitions' of the project with your partner again (see the first point) 

and discuss any differences in your definitions. 'Fine-tune' the definition and outline 
with the partner(s). 

This final point is an especially important one. In the following example, the teachers in 
the project managed to avoid a potential problem by taking the time to revise their 
understanding of how the project would go forward. By doing so, the partners realised 
that they had not conceived the project in the same way and adjustments were quickly 
made to remedy possible misunderstandings. Just as students working within a socio- 
constructivist framework are required to give public accounts of the different stages of 
their learning, the need for open accounting of how they conceived the different features of 
the project meant the teachers were able to refine their mutual understandings of how to 
carry out their project. 
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(Email 1) 
Cher Jacques, 
First of al1 1 would like to wish you al1 a happy new year! We played around with a few ideas 
of how to continue from here. . . . We would like to run these ideas by you to see what you 
think and whether this is manageable in the rest of the time: 
1. At the moment the last task is under way is in terms of having the students get to know each 
other by drawing the partner based on the description. . . . 
2. We envision the target task as follows: Each group (FrenchIGerman) designs one small 
group website/homepage, maybe in the form of a wiki (the tools can be chosen once we know 
what students want to represent online) so that at the end we have got eight websites. Content 
of the websites would be findings from class surveys every group does with al1 the children. 
Here it is a bit more in detail: Students list al1 the questions they have about the other culture, 
their individual or group partners etc. . . . Once every class has done such a collection, the list 
is put on the portal and then the other side can try to find answers to the questions. Al1 
questions should be allowed. This would form the basis of the cultural enquiry for the 
following survey. ... 

(Email 2) 
Dear Max, 
Thanks for your email and happy new year to you, too! 
1 have seen that my ideas of doing the project is different from your. 1 not put students 
drawings on webpage and now will do it. ... 

The project map should also provide a sketch of the activities to be carried out, the 
timeframe for thei ,  the resources needed at certain points in the project, the skills the 
students will need, and due dates and an accurate description of possible risks, along with 
an alternative plan in case of these risks materialising. This might be in a flow-chart format 
or any other format the teacher is familiar with. It should be made available to al1 the 
partners as it can serve as both a checklist and a reminder of previously made 
comrnitments. It can also become part of student monitoring of the project's progress. 

Promoting positive interdependence 
When writing the activities for the project, the partners should keep in mind that 
collaborative learning promotes positive interdependence. This means that the design of the 
activities goes beyond the exchange of personal or cultural information. While it is indeed 
enriching for students to get to know each other on a personal and cultural level, this is only 
the beginning of a collaborative learning project. Many language learning projects stop at 
the phase of students' exchange of information rather than attempting to get the students to 
work together in a learning project. Students' interaction must be linked to the others in 
such a way that the success of the planned activity can be achieved only by everyone 
contributing their part - knowing that their participation is essential for the whole group can 
be a powerful motivational factor for the students. It also means that the students will need 
to use the target language to coordinate and monitor their different collaborative activities. 

This may mean that the design of the activities, indeed, the design of the whole project, 
can include assigning each member of the group a different role, but each role must be 
crucial to the overall activity. Inevitably, this may require prompting and preliminary 
exercises in vocabulary and phrases for lower levels of language learners, but the students 
will have the possibility of putting this knowledge to use in authentic texts and in their 
communication with their partners. It can also allow the teacher(s) to distribute the tasks 
according to each student's individual abilities: students who enjoy doing research can be 
assigned this role; students who like to write summaries may be assigned to the role of 
'reporter'; and so on. The teachers should try to find the best strategies for promoting 
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interdependence with their group. Interestingly, this complexity in the project design 
brings the project full circle - the designing of the project involves the same type of 
collaborative work between the teacher partners that is being required of the students. 

On the home front: getting yourself and your students prepared 
One of the factors which the teachers in the project highlighted as essential for preparing 
an online collaborative project was to carefully consider each stage so that the teachers are 
ready to give support whenever needed and can ensure that the project will fit into their 
already established curriculum. This includes considering how best to organise the 
students' learning through online discussion and interaction. As Cohen and Mankin (2002, 
118) explain it in their five-step action framework for distributed collaboration, there is a 
need for 'proactive structuring of collaborative work'. The following questions can help 
with this proactive structuring: 

Will the students do the group work during class time, outside of the class, or a bit of 
both? 
1s this work included in the regular teaching plan? 
What is the overall the scope of the project? 
Has this been discussed with the project partner? 

As Cohen and Mankin point out, 'a preexisting supportive culture can help set the 
stage for a successful project . . . but that may not be the situation when the project is 
initiated' (1 18-9). If teachers are starting from 'zero', they need to begin with some basic 
questions. For instance, when deciding the scope of the project, the teachers will need to 
consider the duration (e.g. a week to a month or most of the semester) and the breadth of 
the project (will the project cover one topic or several integrated topics?). The scope will 
help determine the number of stages which must be planned with the partners. The 
importance of negotiation and discussion about planning, even the seemingly minute 
details, were mentioned in severa1 self-assessment reports: 

The time management in general, speaking about the cooperation of the two countries, was 
not so well. We should have focused earlier on the time problems and should have structured 
the periods differently. 

More contact between pupils before the actual project phase should have been arranged [time 
management again], this would be better for collaboration. 

A good timetable should be arranged, to allow at  least 1-2 whole days a week to work on 
project rather than just hours spread over some weeks or months. 

Same lesson hours should be set up to give pupils on both sides the chance to chat with each 
other. 

More contact (emails, skype) between the teachers to avoid misunderstandings. 

Early timetable planning could have helped avoid stress in the end. 

Sociaily embedded: locally and globaliy 
Despite the emphasis on sharing knowledge and information with geographically 
distributed partners (both students and teachers), successful network-based interaction 
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cannot ignore its own social embedding. The teachers involved in the project soon 
discovered that the day-to-day interpersonal interactions in their own classrooms could 
not be ignored. They found that the following factors needed to be planned and 
incorporated into the regular contact time with the students. 

( 1 )  Explanation of the project: It is imperative to let the students understand why they 
are being asked to participate in an online project. Simply sitting the students in 
front of computers to contact someone 'across the globe' can be exciting at first, 
but this rnay soon wear thin - especially with students who regularly use the 
Internet outside of the school. This means planning time into the beginning of the 
project to explain the project to the students so that they can see they are using the 
computer for educational purposes, not just 'making contact' with someone. 

(2) A rneaningful frameworkfor the learning goals: While it rnay be true that many 
students already feel that learning a language is important, this is not necessarily 
true for them all. Discussing the learning opportunities with the students can 
include getting them to add their own ideas of what this means for them. 

(3) Practice: Students do not necessarily know how to work collaboratively. They rnay 
have experience 'dividing tasks' and working individually, but this does not 
necessarily induce collaborative learning. There are numerous resources available 
for training in collaborative learning, but this must be worked into the regular class 
time. 

(4) Coordination of activities and objectives: Students, even young students, usually 
know when they are doing 'busy work'. Language teachers can easily be misled 
when implementing online projects because they rnay think that the fact that the 
students 'are using the language' is a goal in itself. While this rnay be so at first, the 
novelty of online work will soon lose its appeal if the students do not see a reason 
for continuing. However, if the students are using the language to build or discover 
new knowledge with their online companions, they will be motivated to continue 
and to take more and more risks with the target language. 

(5) Adaptation of the activities and tasks to the students' skills and abilities. This can be 
more difficult if the partner classes have different skills and abilities (especially in 
the target language), but it does not have to be an obstacle for collaborative 
learning. Collaborative learning can mean teaching each other, so different skills 
and abilities can be incorporated into the activities. Activities should also be 
scaled - students should start with relatively easy tasks at the beginning and then 
gradually increase the difficulty leve1 as they progress in their knowledge in both 
the topic and ability to collaborate. Above all, if the students are going to teach 
each other, the timeline and activity plans should be worked out carefully with the 
project partner. 

Facing the chaiienges of new coiiaborative opportunities 
In order to facilitate dynamic, dialectical tensions wherein students are actively engaged in 
learning together, students rnay need to 'adjust' to the idea of collaboration. This ij 
supported by some of the comrnents from the teachers' assessment reports: 

Students need some provision for internationalization once a week as part of the timetable. 

[Our] students are not used to working in groups - they need an opportunity to change their 
approach to learning. This means the results are 'up and down'. 



Language Learning Journal 75 

In the final work session, the teachers organised their thoughts about preparing 
students for collaboration into different phases or steps. 

(1) Establish the collaborative groups early and have them work 'locally' first. 
Collaborative online projects may be designed in different ways, but one possibility 
is to have students work in groups face-to-face on specific tasks which are part 
of a bigger collaborative project. These groups would then combine, compare, 
discuss their 'local' output with their online group to come up with further 
knowledge. 

(2) Give some input on how to organise the tasks. If students are given the autonomy 
to decide their own tasks, they will need time to negotiate their tasks, both with 
their local group and with their online group. Written commitment from each 
group is highly recommended (this might be in the form of a contract). If students 
do not have the language skills necessary to negotiate the tasks with their partners, 
it may be necessary to assign them different 'roles' that will help them to work 
together to construct knowledge (e.g. each group can have a motivator, reporter, 
researcher, secretary. These roles can change throughout the course of the project). 

(3) Give students 'social time'. Despite the emphasis on collaboration and online 
communication, teachers cannot expect even the most autonomous students to 
'pick out' their own online partner or to simply go to work with an assigned 
partner. This implies planning time and activities for the students to get to know 
each other before they have to begin working together. This is vital to the well- 
being of the project. 

(4) Insist on reports. Groups should regularly report on their progress. Ideally, 
reporting will be done both face-to-face and online. This can be in the form of 
outlines, drafts, worksheets to fill out, 'newspaper' articles, discussion board 
reports, group minutes, oral presentations, or many other methods, which not only 
help the teacher to be informed about the groups' progress but allow the students 
to learn or assimilate skills (presentations, article writing, etc). The progress 
updates should be shared online. The collaborating teachers should also make sure 
that they maintain open communication about progress and/or problems in each 
participating class. 

Which activities promote online collaborative language learning? 

Ideally, activities which encourage students to reflect and discuss 'why' - that is, activities 
which encourage the students to reflect on how they carne to their solutions of each 
problem they encountered - should be incorporated into an online collaborative project. 
WebQuests are good examples of these type of activities (For a more thorough 
explanation of WebQuests see The WebQuest Page at http://webquest.sdsu.edu//). 
Getting students to engage in this type of activity can help them learn to listen carefully 
to comments, opinions, suggestions and criticisms from other members of the group, whle 
engaging in use of the target language. The previously mentioned environmental project 
integrated the use of WebQuests to help guide the students to critical thinking about the 
way they interacted with the environment and to consider ways to interact more 
ecologically . 

Ideally, the activities should provide students with opportunities to analyse, synthesize, 
and evaluate their ideas together, so that they are not only engaging with the target 
language but are also engaged in 'critical thinking'. (For a more detailed analysis of how to 








