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This paper describes a collaborative Internet-based project involving foreign language
students and teacher trainees in three different countries. The project involved both
online collaboration with international partners and face-to-face classroom activities
and was designed not only to facilitate purposeful, authentic language use, but also to
provide a platform for students and teachers to explore social and cultural aspects of
the use of the target language. The project included network-based group work carried
out via emails and chats, which were complemented by electronic discussion board
assignments and individual reflection carried out in student online journals. Analysis
of questionnaires, discussion board input, final project reports and student journals
suggests that students increased their awareness of different aspects of the target
language and paid increased attention to their own language learning process. This
was evidenced by explicit comments about the target language (English) concerning
both structure and function, as well as comments made about the language learning
and teaching. In their self-evaluation at the end of the project, the students indicated
that their confidence in using the language had increased and that they felt more
motivated to learn and use the target language. Moreover, as soon-to-become foreign
language teachers, they felt better prepared and more willing to incorporate online
interaction in their own teaching in the future.
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Introduction to the Project: Participants and Context
The role of computers in the learning process is becoming increasingly im-

portant in today’s educational environment. In the area of languages, teachers
are embracing the opportunities provided by computers in the classroom as
they incorporate network-based activities into their language classes. Language
teachers are discovering ways to use computers to help their students engage
in authentic language use with other learners in different parts of the world.
This type of activity, commonly known as ‘computer-mediated communication’
(CMC) can provide excellent opportunities for students to experience ‘learning
while doing’ activities, using and explicitly constructing their own knowledge
about the target language.

This paper will first outline the context of a collaborative, network-based
project involving foreign language teachers in training in Barcelona, Spain;
postgraduate education students in Illinois, USA; and engineering students
in Ankara, Turkey. The rationale for the network-based project will then be
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discussed, and finally the paper will describe some of the lessons learnt from
the experience, based on the extracts from the participants’ output. While the
original objective of the project was educational rather than research-oriented,
we did have an interest in researching the use of technology, and by the end of the
project enough data had been compiled to also explore how an online collabora-
tive learning environment might contribute to the students’ language awareness.

The project was developed between three higher education institutions, and
overall 61 students were involved.

� The Faculty of Education of the Universitat Autònoma in Barcelona (UAB),
Spain.
There were 32 teacher trainees involved in the project at UAB, who were in
the second year of a three-year degree to become foreign language teachers.
None of these students were native English speakers; all of them were
bilingual in Catalan and Spanish and were also studying French as a foreign
language at the time of the project.

� The School of Education of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
(UIUC), USA.
The students at UIUC consisted of 17 MA TESOL students and 3 PhD
students in the field of education. Amongst these 20 students, there were 5
native English speakers, while English was a second or third language for
the rest.

� The Faculty of Engineering at Middle East Technical University (METU) in
Ankara, Turkey.
9 engineering students at METU (Turkish speakers learning English for
career purposes) made up the third group.

The goals of the project were not only to practice English but also to have first
hand experience in the network-based language learning. The UIUC group had
previous training in teaching and were doing a Master’s degree in education,
thus the main objective of this group’s participation in the project was to learn
more about the theory and practice of language learning through network-
based methods. The METU group was made up of undergraduate students of
engineering who were taking an English course to improve their communication
skills, while the UAB students, as future language teachers, were interested in
knowing more about different language teaching tools as well as improving
their knowledge of the target language.

According to the questionnaires filled in by the students in Spain and the
United States before the project began (students in Turkey were not asked to
complete the questionnaires), there was little difference in students’ knowledge
of the ICT tools in the more common skills such as use of emails, text chats
and online forums. However, the use of video chats, audio chats, and ‘real-time
Internet accessed virtual reality educational environments’ was considerably
higher for the students living in the United States.



Metalinguistic Awareness Through Computer-based Learning 59

Project and Data Collected

Goals, activities and institutional constraints
The overall goals of the project were to foster increased confidence in and

awareness of the target language, and to foster new knowledge and confidence
in the use of Internet tools for language learning and teaching (this last goal was
principally for the UAB and UIUC students). While these goals may seem quite
broad, the university teachers involved in the project recognised that the varying
profiles of the student courses made it difficult to state overarching goals for
everyone. It was decided, therefore, that other goals could be established locally
according to the specific needs of each group.

Since the UAB and UIUC groups (except for the PhD students at UIUC) were
studying to become teachers of EFL/ESOL, this shared goal was incorporated
into the design of the project for the UAB and UIUC groups: these students
had to collaborate to research, design and evaluate a language teaching project
which used at least one ICT tool. Then the students from UAB and UIUC sent
their materials to the METU students for their feedback on this work from the
viewpoint of the EFL learners. The learning aims for the UAB and UIUC groups
were not defined in terms of strictly linguistic criteria; the sociocultural and
professional needs of the learners was also taken into account. Some of our
objectives were to

� raise students’ awareness of their existent knowledge of the target language;
� raise students’ awareness of how they can build on that knowledge and

how they can use it appropriately and effectively to communicate;
� raise students’ awareness of their own language learning strategies and

how these were most effective for each individual;
� contribute to greater autonomy of the students as language learners;
� make students aware of their attitudes towards the target language within

different contexts;
� gain understanding and experience of the possible role of technology in

language teaching;
� become familiar with different web-based tools and how they can be used

in language teaching;
� increase knowledge and confidence in the use of ICT as a language learning

and language teaching tool;
� explore the ways in which ICT can bring ‘authentic’ use of the language

into language learning and teaching.

The specific learning aims for the METU group were to
� practice the target language (English) with other learners; and
� learn correct registers for making suggestions, criticisms and assessments.

The METU group, like other groups, also aimed at becoming familiar with
different web-based tools, although the specific purpose behind that aim was
not to apply it as future teachers. Instead, the aim was to explore methods
for future, self-directed language learning. The UAB group also had specific
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learning aims which dealt directly with the course they were taking at the time.
These included the following:

� Exploration of collaborative language learning.
� Explicit reflection on the language and language learning processes.

The activities which the UAB and UIUC groups carried out were as follows:
� Designing web-based modules, lesson plans, tasks and materials.
� Piloting the materials with other members of the network-based working

group (principally METU students) and evaluation of their materials.
� Contributing to a communal online discussion board concerning cultural

and social issues which emerged during their interactions.

For all three classes, activities were part of a blended learning situation: a con-
vergence of face-to-face classroom activities with activities carried out through
distributed learning environments, facilitated through Internet connections (for
more information on different types of blended learning, see Osguthorpe &
Graham, 2003). The activities were not only designed to facilitate purposeful,
authentic language use; they also provided a platform for the students and
teachers to explore social and cultural aspects of the use of the target language.
The university tutors of all the three groups incorporated CMC into their stu-
dents’ group work so that language learning could be combined with network
technology in a way that enhanced ‘student motivation, by providing a less
threatening means to communicate’, while at the same time providing ‘stimu-
lating international contact’ (Warschauer, 1996: 31).

The UAB students were also required to keep a personal online journal for
reflection on both the processes described above and their own personal progress
as a target language user. They were required to record reflections from the
perspective of both a language student and a future language teacher. The
journal was part of the local aims established by the UAB teacher for these
students. The course the students were taking at the time was not only about
teaching methods, but also about the study of English morphology and syntax;
thus the reflection journal aimed to focus the students’ attention on their own
language learning processes.

It is important to note that the UAB and UIUC students were given complete
autonomy to decide which network-based tool they wanted to incorporate into
the design of their teaching material. The students were shown different options
and had opportunities to use each of them as language learners; however, which
ICT format they used in their final output was up to them. At the beginning of
the project, the students participated in collaboratively designed tasks (created
by the UAB and UIUC tutors), which demonstrated different ICT tools and
how they could be used in language learning. These tools included electronic
discussion boards, a wiki,1 audio chats, a webquest and a MOO2 site. It was
felt that this would help students develop a willingness to work independently
on their projects and to develop and explore their own ideas. It would also
help them become more aware of and internalise the criteria they used for their
own learning by making them think about how they would design a language
learning module.
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The network-based tasks were designed so that the participants had to take
part in negotiation of the learning process. This was understood within the
framework of communicative language teaching, and defined as ‘discussion
between all members of the classroom to decide how learning and teaching can
be organized’ (Breen & Littlejohn, 2000: 1). In this project, however, the idea of
‘classroom’ was extended far beyond the boundaries of the physical classroom,
by the possibilities of the Internet.

Inevitably, there were some constraints in the selection of the network-based
tools, especially for work which involved all the students from the three groups.
None of the classes could be set up synchronously, due to the fact that the
collaboration was with universities in different time zones. The students did
participate in synchronous interaction as small groups but these were arranged
individually. One attempt for the UAB and UIUC class to meet synchronously
in the MOO site designed by the UIUC teacher failed due to technical problems;
and because the UIUC students had to be at their computers at 5 a.m. for this
event, any second attempt was sharply vetoed by the students. There was also
a problem of differences in academic calendars, which meant that the collabo-
ration and completion times of the projects were shorter than that of the actual
university semesters. However, because the groups were small and could decide
which network-based tools they wanted to employ, these constraints were not
as significant as they would have been if all the partner classes had been trying
to engage in synchronised collaboration only.

Project design
The students were required to set up working groups who would collabo-

rate online through email and chat; each group had to include members from
the three universities. The UAB and UIUC groups proposed different teaching
activities and the METU group, in their role as language learners, gave input
about the proposed activities. The UAB and UIUC groups ‘met’ online more
often than did the METU students since they had to develop the modules. (It
should also be noted that the METU students did not have as much time for the
project since their semester did not coincide with other groups’ calendars). The
objective of the working group was to ‘investigate’ different CMC tools and ac-
tivities (including text chat, audio chat, MOOs and wikis) to see how they could
be used in language teaching. The groups had to choose one format (they were
encouraged to choose a format that was ‘new’ for them), familiarise themselves
with the tool well enough to be able to describe it to other class members and
design a language teaching unit or materials using that tool. They then had to
test the materials with other students in their online group. This was followed
by a final report; the UAB students also had to give a face-to-face presentation
to their classmates, demonstrating their language teaching unit.

One of the first steps taken was a general class discussion (face to face) of
students’ expectations and possible ideas for collaboration, followed by a brain-
storming session for more ideas. The only requirement concerning the collabo-
ration was that the topics which students decided to explore in their working
groups had to relate to language teaching in some way. In order to facilitate
the selection of working groups between the three universities, the students in
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each institution were asked to come up with ideas amongst themselves first,
and then to form local working groups made up of two to three students. These
local working groups then posted their ideas on an online discussion board so
that those in other institutions could read them.

Next, all the students read the topics posted by those in the partner uni-
versities, matched similar interests and got in touch with the students who
had posted the message that they found to be most interesting and parallel to
their own interests. This created global (inter-university) working groups. The
global groups were created by matching one local group from each university
with local groups from other universities. Because class sizes were different,
local groups at UAB were sometimes combined for international collaboration,
although the smaller groups were maintained when dealing with work on a
local level. Once the global groups were formed, the students had to discuss,
either by email, chat, or another ICT tool such as audio or video chat, the ex-
act objectives of the collaborative project. In the end, ten collaborative projects
were carried out, with topics ranging from ‘computer-mediated communication
versus computer-assisted language learning’ to ‘E-tandem error corrections in
transversal foreign language communication’. The amount and type of collab-
oration was equally diverse: some groups formed quite cohesive, collaborative
partnerships whereas other groups did not seem to be able to reach such a level
of understanding between them.

Research questions
As one of the main objectives of the project was to contribute to the language

learners’ autonomy, a principal question which interested us was what could
be called the ‘students’ bank of information’ about the nature of the language
they are learning; the nature of communication skills in different contexts and
different ways in which this is learnt. As this knowledge is usually implicit, it
was necessary to look for explicit indications that demonstrate this knowledge
and awareness. Thus, the compiled data was examined to see if the language
learners showed signs of

� awareness that the language studied is a formal system (with rules) which is
flexible enough to allow for communication in an almost infinite variety of
situations. This means students must have more than accuracy; they must
be aware of appropriateness to the situation.

� awareness of the learning process. This includes recognition of the need for
approximation or paraphrasing when the student is trying to communicate
in the target language; understanding the purpose and need for different
tasks; awareness of strategies for the tasks and so on. Clearly, this aware-
ness is especially important for the future language teachers. It might be
demonstrated explicitly by student comments, or for example by transfer
of the knowledge from other languages.

The data was also examined for the possible insight into the students’ attitudes
towards the target language and the learning of that language. While it is not
argued here that students’ beliefs can be discerned from journals or other output
(students may simply be saying what they think the teacher is looking for), it



Metalinguistic Awareness Through Computer-based Learning 63

can be argued that the amount of contribution and the general content of the
output can be indicative of the students’ overall attitude to the language. For
instance, a student who frequently mentions the confusion or anxiety he or she
feels when facing a situation where s/he has to use the language would indicate
a more negative attitude than a student who writes convincingly about using as
many opportunities as possible to practice the language.

Data collected from the project
The project was originally conceived as an educational opportunity to intro-

duce education students to the possibilities of CMC for furthering their knowl-
edge about language and language learning through different Internet formats.
This meant that research data compilation about language learning was not
planned into the project; however, as the project drew to a close the university
teachers realised that they had collected considerable data both before, during
and after the project, albeit not always in a consistent format among the three
universities. The teachers then pulled the data together, ending up with a data
corpus which consisted of

� a questionnaire about the knowledge of, use of, and attitudes towards ICT
in language learning. This included closed questions about the technolo-
gies students used both socially and in educational contexts, and attitudes
towards these formats based on a Likert scale of 1–5. This was given to the
UAB and UIUC students before and after the project (52 students).

� online forum contributions (each student was expected to contribute to
questions posted in the forum at least three times during the project).

� chat transcriptions compiled by all the students as part of their coursework.
� copies of all email correspondence between the students. (Students were

asked to cc the tutors on all their emails dealing with the project – private
emails were not included). In total, there were 276 emails forwarded to the
teachers.

� UAB and UIUC students’ final reports (this includes written formats and
any visual aids such as powerpoints). Each final report consisted of approx-
imately eight to ten pages.

� UAB student journals. These were kept in an electronic portfolio and were
updated regularly during the project. Because the electronic portfolios were
posted within a content management system, this allowed the students to
decide whether their portfolios would be private (accessed by the teacher
only), shared (accessed by other students selected by the writer) or public
(accessed by all other students and tutors). The students were expected to
post an entry at least once a week, although some posted more frequently
than this. By the end of the course, each student had written approximately
3000 words in their journal.

� UAB student entries to a class blog. These were not compulsory; most blog
contributions were only three to five lines.

� anonymous assessment of the project; half of the questions were on a Likert
scale and half of the questions were open-ended (e.g. Do you feel you have
learnt anything about CMC in language teaching? If yes, can you specify?).
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Before beginning the project, the students signed a permission slip agreeing to
release their answers to the questionnaires in publications or research, although
as stated earlier this was conceived initially for the issue of technology. At the end
of the course, after the marks had been given, the students signed another release
form stating that the transcripts and other texts could be used for publication as
long as their names were not disclosed.

Online Collaboration and Language Awareness
The project endeavoured to find innovative ways to introduce and promote

collaborative learning while also taking advantage of the numerous potential
benefits of CMC in language learning. According to Kern and Warschauer (2000:
11), CMC ‘shifts the dynamic from learners’ interaction with computers to in-
teraction with other humans via the computer’. With this emphasis, the amount
of the input and output of the target language increases exponentially with the
amount of collaboration necessary for the network-based group tasks. Not all
uses of CMC require the same level of intercultural competence and collabo-
ration (Dooly, 2005), but by requiring the students in this project not only to
complete the tasks online, but also to design the tasks themselves, the students’
need for communication in the collaborative effort was augmented as well as
their need for communicative and intercultural skills.

In our use of CMC-based tasks we aimed to make the activities student-
centred, meaningful and engaging learning experiences, based on the construc-
tivist principles (Sprague & Dede, 2000). In this project, the student’s role as
both a student and a ‘peer teacher’ meant collaborative problem-solving as they
negotiated how to design and implement network-based didactic units and
worked together to construct new understanding and meaning of the language
approaches they were studying. Thus, new technologies provided support for
collaborative learning through collaborative meaning-making in the context of
the joint activity (Andriessen et al., 2003) while at the same time providing many
more possibilities for students to use the target language in ‘authentic’ contexts,
followed by group and individual reflection on the language used.

Computer-supported collaborative learning can facilitate group processes and
group dynamics in ways that may not be achievable in face-to-face collaboration,
for example by allowing for instantaneous long distance group work or multiple
learning environments. For language teachers it can provide an interesting tool
for explicitly highlighting the processes involved in the communication of ideas
and information, since there are readily available accounts of the students’ com-
munication with other partners, e.g. chat transcripts and email texts. Moreover,
for collaborative learning to take place, there is a clear-cut need for access to
information and documents, and providing feedback on communal activities,
thus requiring both tutors and students to adopt an educational philosophy of
‘knowledge building’ rather than ‘knowledge reproduction’ as the central axis
to learning.

The network-based project served as a very efficient means to encourage
reflection about language. Recorded data provided a basis for metalinguistic re-
flection at both an individual and group level: students were required to review
their journals periodically and excerpts from chats, emails and forums were
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discussed as part of the face-to-face class activities. According to Leow (1997),
language awareness (as a deliberate form of consciousness-raising of concepts
about the language studied) can facilitate language development. Metalinguis-
tic awareness has been correlated to an increased use of hypothesising about
the target language (e.g. morphological rule formation); learners with higher
language awareness perform better on both recognition and production of the
target language (Leow, cited in Danuta, 2002). For Arndt et al. (2000), language
awareness helps speakers become more appreciative of the complexity and
sophistication of communication: they are more likely to consider what is in-
volved in attempts to transfer L1 skills to another language and thus to draw
inferential relationships between languages and derive a broadened, deepened
understanding of how English works. Stern (1992), an advocate of language
teaching programmes which go beyond mere proficiency in the language, ar-
gues that language teaching should incorporate language awareness so that the
language learner is able to understand the process of his or her own language
acquisition. This is relevant for any language learner but arguably even more so
for the future language teachers.

Evidence of Students’ Language Awareness
Student journals demonstrated that students not only built on their previous

knowledge, but they were also aware of the fact that they were doing so. One
student mentioned how much she enjoyed being able to use her computer as a
means of communicating with so many other people and that as she was doing
so she realised that she already knew quite a lot about the target language. The
UAB group interacted with the UIUC group during two different periods: once
in the first semester (mid-October till the end of December) and the second time
in the second semester (mid-February to the end of May). This student wrote
her comment approximately one month into the second semester.

Here I am . . . in front of my computer trying to write something useful (. . .)
yahooo!! I’m so happy, now I can write from my personal PC, a pleasure!
(. . .) I’ve realized that I’ve refreshed some concepts that I had studied
before when I was studying English philology but now I see it’s easier
than before . . . . (UAB student journal, 12 March 2005)

Another student mentions how she has become more aware of the language
features she already knew because she now found them to be useful:

I think (. . .) we have learned really important and USEFUL aspects that
maybe we knew but hadn’t really thought about. I have added to what I
already had with the language. (UAB student journal, 17 March 2005)

One of the course requirements for the students was to give each other peer
feedback on their language use, as well as to analyse their own language pro-
duction. This encouraged students to make explicit comments about where they
were having problems with the target language, e.g. ‘I have noticed that I am in-
consistent with my verb tenses and that this confuses my reader’ (UAB student
journal, 16 March 2005). At the same time, in-depth exploration of their own
language use made them more aware of their language learning strategies, e.g.



66 Language Awareness

‘I have learnt some strategies to put in practice . . . that will help me with my
weaknesses in the language’ (UAB student, personal journal, 20 March 2005).
Recognising their ‘weaknesses’ is implicit recognition of their current level of
proficiency upon which the students can now build and improve. Through pos-
itive interaction with the teachers and their peers, the students were encouraged
to identify personal strengths and weaknesses and to develop strategies to try to
understand and resolve problems in language use. For instance, students’ jour-
nals were not ‘corrected’ but problems were ‘pointed out’, and students were
expected to consult with their online partners and to discuss the language issues
which came up. They then re-wrote the journal entries with their changes, which
were then checked again by both peers and the teacher. Through the process of
identifying their own ‘problem areas’ (students compiled individual ‘checklists’
in their journals), the students became more aware of these areas and in many
cases, developed strategies to rectify these areas.

A common area identified by many students was in spontaneous exchanges.
In their final reports, students from both the groups mentioned the added dif-
ficulty of chatting with large groups (especially in groups of more than four),
because it was difficult to know who was talking to whom. One student from
UIUC felt that,

My untimely responses sounded abrupt and stupid. Instead, I gave up
sending my responses. Even when one question was addressed specially
to a certain participant, other partners were in awkward position to jump
in. It resembled the nature of multiple face-to- face conversation in terms
of how to jump in and how to bid for turns. (Final report, December 2005)

Importantly, the student underlines the resemblance between online and face-
to-face negotiations in turn-taking, highlighting the student’s growing aware-
ness of the complexity and sophistication of communication. This seems to
indicate an awareness of the need for more than accuracy. The student indicates
an understanding of the necessity of appropriateness to the situation and the
pragmatic rules involved, such as turn-taking.

Another issue which adds complexity to communication and which was men-
tioned by a number of students in both the groups was cultural knowledge. One
UAB student found one of his counterparts at METU used language which was
quite offensive to him and another UAB student reported that her local group
was surprised by the UIUC partner’s attitude about work. Meanwhile, a UIUC
student mentioned that he felt frustrated because his UAB partner refused to
state her mind, ‘Marta kept talking about very abstract thought without or-
ganizing her thought’ (UIUC final report, December 2005). When this issue
was discussed in the online forum, several students commented on the way
in which language and culture ‘shape our thoughts’ (UAB forum comment,
17 November 2004) and how we ‘organize our mind culturally’ (UAB forum
comment, 1 December 2004). In other instances, several UIUC students were
angered by perceived ‘lack of punctuality’ of their Spanish counterparts, and
were noticeably indignant when some of the Spanish partners did not bother
to ‘show up’ for arranged online meetings. The actual use of the language also
produced social and cultural ‘unease’ as can be observed in this UIUC student’s
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final report: ‘They did not use the polite expression of requests, such as “Will
you . . .?”, “Would you . . .?” or “We want you to do . . .”’ (UIUC final report,
December 2005).

This implies heightened sensitivity to language issues, such as the role lan-
guage plays in attitudes towards others and the effect language has upon inter-
personal interaction and socialisation practices. Through reflection, students de-
veloped some insight into the value and role of language in society and culture.
This is an important element for learners in becoming skilful communicators in
the four dimensions of communicative competence as proposed by Canale and
Swain (1980): grammatical competence, discourse competence, sociolinguistic
competence and strategic competence. Learners’ awareness of the rules of so-
cial communication can help them recognise organisational routines of a given
discourse community and enable them to communicate more effectively.

Another associated pedagogical implication of the project was the fact that
the teacher trainees from the UAB and UIUC became personally aware of the
importance of the interpersonal connections between participants when carry-
ing out network-based collaborative work. They experienced first hand the need
for the initial phase of ‘getting to know each other’ in online, distanced work-
ing groups. The groups which used chat to develop the collaborative projects
eventually produced far more developed and in-depth projects than did the
other groups and they also showed greater levels of enthusiasm for the entire
project. Transcripts of their chat sessions indicate that they spent more time in
social exchanges than did other groups and in some cases, the collaboration
grew into solid relationships which continued even after the project had ended.
In contrast, in at least one group where the students did not spend so much time
getting to know each other, a member of that group demonstrated reluctance
to accept the comments of her working group partners, as can be seen in the
following extract concerning a peer’s comment about her language use. The
interaction between this UAB student and her counterpart at UIUC was quite
strained and an activity in which the groups exchanged comments on how a
text could be improved was not received very well by the UAB student:

Why should I listen to what this person is saying? Normally we know our
partner and we are deeply convinced that he/she knows enough about
the subject to judge our work (. . .). We confer authority on him/her and
feel that the partner will do his/her job properly. (UAB student journal,
12 March 2005)

It is important to note that the student has mentioned the need to know the
other person in order to accept their ‘authority’ on a subject. In terms of Salmon’s
(2000) five-stage model for effective online collaboration, the UAB and UIUC
student had not taken time to establish their online identities and get to know
other partners before beginning the task of collaborating together on a text;
co-operation and trust had not been built between the participants before they
began the stage of collaborative interaction and thus the collaboration was not
as successful as other groups’ efforts.

As can be seen in the examples above, the UAB and UIUC students, as future
language teachers, experienced first hand the opportunities and drawbacks
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of CMC for students who wish to engage in authentic, purposeful language
practice. Through their personal experience, they were also made aware of the
amount of time and effort and communication which must go into any online
collaborative work. They discovered for themselves that anyone trying to do
network-based collaborative work must trust their online task partner to co-
operate with them, and that these tasks can also produce student anxiety or
rejection of the task (Dooly, 2005).

Comparisons of the final results of the groups indicate that the groups
which quickly established relationships and displayed consistent collaboration
throughout the allotted period of time were the groups with the highest level of
motivation and enthusiasm. In this particular project, the groups with this profile
were the groups which used text or audio chat as their main tool of communi-
cation, rather than relying on email correspondence only. While it may be that
good social cohesion and high group motivation are merely concomitant, the
results of this project would seem to indicate that the groups which established
more ‘normalised’ relationships involving at least some form of socialisation
tended to work more cohesively than did the groups which did not allow time
to get to know each other in this way. Furthermore, the social cohesion of the
group appears to be related to the overall level of the members’ motivation. As
a UIUC student very succinctly summarised the situation:

Finally, the most important implication is that building a relationship via
Internet can really increase the motivation of a student. After I began
building a relationship with Christian, I was much more motivated to
complete the project. Furthermore, I was actually excited to discuss our
assigned topic. This relationship proved to be a great tool in my learning.
(Final report, December 2005)

In their chats, one of the first things most of the groups did was to compare
when and where they used different languages in their lives. During the discus-
sion on the online forum, students pointed out that there is a tendency to assume
that English will soon be the world’s lingua franca. This was a rather ‘hot’ topic
of debate and English was strongly championed by the TEFL student teachers.
Nonetheless, students agreed that English should just be ‘one of several possible
international lingua francas’; at the same time, students were quick to point out
some obstacles to communication. On the online forum, a list of tips on how to
avoid making a faux pas while involved in a network-based project was created
by the students, based on their own experiences. Some examples are as follows:

� Be careful what you say. There’s a person on the other end.
� If you wouldn’t say it face-to-face, don’t say it online.
� Be aware of cultural differences.
� Keep commitments.

The students may not have focused on these cultural and social elements of
communication if they had not been involved in the network-based project. At
any rate, calling attention to this would not have become part of the coursework
if the collaboration between classes had not been incorporated into the class
activities. It also gave the teacher trainees first-hand experience as to how CMC
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in language classes can help promote the social and cultural aspects of language
learning.

Observations Based on Project Output
Based on the transcripts, records of interactions, student questionnaires, stu-

dent journals and students’ final evaluations, there were clear indicators that the
overall objectives of the collaborative project were, on the whole, fulfilled. As
stated above, there was an increase in the number of students at UAB (the group
which was least familiar with ICT as a teaching tool) who indicated that they
would now feel comfortable employing the same tools in their future classes.
Moreover, in response to post-project questionnaires, 83% of the students said
that due to their collaborative online work they felt they had improved their lan-
guage skills in the foreign language and that, in general, they felt more confident
in their communicative skills in the target language.

At one point during the project implementation period, the concept of learner
autonomy within the context of language learning became an issue for the UAB
students. The initial idea of the project was that student autonomy had to be
developed through the tasks themselves. In David Little’s words ‘autonomy is a
capacity—for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent
action’ (Little, 1991: 4). Learner autonomy was promoted as a part of the learn-
ing process and assessed as a part of the final product. The main objective was
to encourage the students to think about teaching and learning from the per-
spective of the teacher, and to become more insightful about their own language
learning. Still, one of the paradoxes which emerges when trying to incorporate
learner autonomy into a teaching environment is the possible distortion which
occurs when an item becomes assessable. If self-assessment is part of the over-
all evaluation, students may begin to look for the ‘right answer’ rather than
focusing on constructing their own understanding of the learning process. In
order to assess learner autonomy with the UAB students, their journals were
used in a particular way to get the students to make personal connections be-
tween their own knowledge and experience about language learning and at the
same time, the journals were incorporated into the final assessment. Student
reflection stemming from the individual journals was used in class discussion
and group work, and at the end of the course students were allowed to bring
the journals to the open-book final exam. The final exam included questions
about their own processes of language learning. According to Holec (1985), for
learners to increase the autonomy they should acquire a variety of learning
management skills, which in turn requires a certain level of awareness, both
metacognitive and metalinguistic. Autonomous learners will also possess an at-
titude of willingness and confidence to take responsibility for their learning. By
incorporating explicit reflection on the need for and process of becoming a more
autonomous learner during the course and then explicitly asking the students
to describe their processes in the final exam, students were made aware of the
learner responsibility.

A questionnaire was also used to assess the UAB students’ views of their
language learning, their attitudes towards teacher direction, and their readiness
for self-learning. The questionnaire about their language learning styles was
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administered at the beginning and end of the second semester (28 students
answered the questionnaire at the beginning; 25 students at the end of the
term). Responses to questions about the role of the teacher showed the most
significant changes. Eighteen students answered in the first questionnaire that it
was the responsibility of the teacher to correct the language learner’s errors; only
seven answered the same the second time, indicating that it was the student’s
role to try to figure out errors first and ask the teacher only as a last resource.
There were also changes in their answers about the language learner’s role in
the learning process. In responding to questions about the responsibility of the
learner, the number of students who indicated a greater role for the learner
increased in the second test, indicating that the students seemed more ready
to work autonomously. This is important, as this element of the project was
not immediately accepted by the UAB students. This was especially notable
at the beginning of the project; the UAB students admitted to being uncertain
and ‘anxious’ about the amount of autonomy they had for deciding their own
projects.

We are not being used to have so much liberty to choose what we do and
this provokes that I feel anxious. I am not sure what I should do because I
do not have step for step instructions. (UAB student journal, 25 February
2005)

By the end of the project, students had not only proved to themselves that they
were able to discuss and negotiate self-directed tasks, they had also successfully
completed the tasks. In the questionnaires at the beginning of the project, 67%
of the future teachers from the UAB indicated that they believed that it was the
teacher’s responsibility to show the language learner all the tasks for learning.
At the end of the project, only 43% of the trainees indicated that they felt it was
the teacher’s responsibility to decide the task activities for language learning. In
anticipation of possible student anxiety, the collaborative tasks were set up so
that the incorporation of greater learner autonomy could be introduced gradu-
ally, along with the learner reflection about the process itself. By reflecting on
their own learning, they became more aware of their role in determining the
process, thus lessening their expectations of the teacher as knowledge facilitator.

Hopefully, this conviction in learner autonomy will be carried into their un-
derstanding of language teaching. It has been argued that language learners
need time to negotiate with themselves where ‘learning is typified by silent re-
flection’ (Breen & Candlin, 1979: 100). Of course, reflection in language learning
goes beyond simply recognising previously studied concepts, just as teacher
trainees will need time for reflection to go from theory to praxis. According to
Morgan et al. (1986: 470), a person will react intuitively to ‘ordinary’ situations
but he or she will employ ‘tentative notions’ when confronted with ‘extraordi-
nary’ situations. In the case of being confronted with the need for new ways
to communicate ideas, or when they are explicitly required to ‘understand’
and ‘explain’ their intuitions about language use, the students used abstraction,
comparison and generalisations to reach more in-depth understanding.

In some cases, the students seemed to take on the teacher’s role and included
‘didactic’ type notes in their texts, as in the following example. In this example,
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the student included part of her journal as an entry in the UAB class blog and
was interested in ‘teaching’ to other students what she had discovered while
collaborating with UIUC and METU students on writing a text. As a future
primary school language teacher, the student used a format which she felt was
suitable for younger language learners in order to explain a language feature
that she found to be difficult:

Prepositions need an object: ‘behind’ . . . behind what?

With some prepositions the need of an object is quite clear but with some
others it is not that clear.

Look! What can you see here?

∗They found a piece of paper with a secret message behind.

To correct this sentence what do we need to do? . . . .
(UAB student journal, 19 April 2005)

Indeed, language teaching was a frequent topic of discussion in the students’
chats with their online partners. In some cases, they made comparisons between
the way they had been taught language(s), and at other times they discussed
methodologies they had studied during their time as student teachers.

This explicit discussion, analysis and praxis of the theories studied during
teacher education is essential for these future teachers, considering that research
has shown that student teachers do not necessarily incorporate theory into their
teaching unless they have had time both to reflect on the theories and to expe-
rience them first hand (see Britzman, 2003; Kincheloe, 2004; Smyth, 1989). The
following extract seems to corroborate the notion that praxis is necessary before
student teachers will incorporate methods and practices studied theoretically:

I had never thought about lessons where the students had to find informa-
tion, process it . . . I thought that the teacher had to be present in order to
conduct [sic] the student. Now I have seen that students can work together
to make knowledge. (UAB student journal, 14 March 2005)

This comment was made by a UAB student who had already been introduced
to the theory of collaborative knowledge building during a ‘methods’ course
taught earlier in the year, but did not seem to recognise that she was practicing
the theory until much later. This was not an isolated case. There were several
students who indicated that concepts taught during their teaching methods
courses were assimilated only after actually enacting the theories during the
project. ‘I am now aware of learning strategies that I will be able to teach to
my students’ (UAB final report, 17 March 2005). Arguably, this heightened
awareness bodes well for the future language learners who will be under these
future teachers’ guidance. As one of the participants remarked, ‘[This project]
has helped me to understand my students who are trying to learn the language’
(UAB student journal, 3 March 2005). Being able to empathise with their future
language students will help them to develop effective learning strategies in their
students.
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Perhaps one of the most significant factors these future teachers have discov-
ered is that they will be teaching something that goes ‘beyond grammar rules
and sentence structures’ (UAB student journal, 12 February 2005) and that they
feel more confident in using ICT in teaching English for communicative pur-
poses. As a student explained it, ‘Now I see the language as a communicative
skill’ (UAB, forum comment, 18 December 2004). These students have experi-
enced for themselves that an effective language-teaching program can foster
a positive attitude to language, language learning and the self as a language
learner. They have seen that students can learn language through experiences
with language and by using it to learn about other things (Halliday, 1980). Such
experiences may transform students’ perception of the processes involved in
learning a language and it may lead them to reassess the purpose behind their
own language teaching, e.g. ‘During these activities I have seen the importance
of interaction and communication in the language learning process’ (UAB stu-
dent journal, 15 March 2005).

Conclusion
Looking back on the questions posed for this analysis, it can be argued that

the participants did indeed raise their level of awareness of the language being
studied, both as a formal system and as a means of communication. The project
facilitated the teacher trainees’ access to explicit knowledge about the target
language, and they were encouraged to discuss and reflect upon the different
processes of language learning which could be facilitated through CMC. The
students shared personal experiences of both language learning (as students)
and language teaching (as student teachers), and reflected upon the ways the
target language was used during their collaboration with the students from
other countries. Furthermore, the opportunities provided by the CMC allowed
them insight into cultural and social dimensions of language discovered during
their Internet-based communication.

The students’ awareness of the learning process was also highlighted. For the
participants in the project, the experience provided them with the opportunity
to experience the motivation learners can have when they are given a real
purpose for learning a language. The experience helped increase the students’
explicit knowledge about language learning and made them more sensitive
to the processes involved in language learning and language teaching. Perhaps
most importantly, the student teachers indicated that they felt more motivated to
learn and use the target language, and that, as soon-to-become foreign language
teachers, they would more than likely incorporate online interaction in their
own teaching in the future, thanks to their participation in the project.
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Notes
1. A wiki is a server program that allows collaborative creation and editing of a website.

Anyone can edit the contributions, see what changes have been made and easily add
new links. Creating and editing a wiki does not require hypertext markup language
although HTML code can be used.

2. MOO is an object-oriented MUD, that is an object-oriented, inventively structured
social experience on the Internet. They can be designed for games or for educational
purposes.
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