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ABSTRACT

Among the challenges many teachers face in facilitating the improvement of speaking
skills are sparing sufficient time for practice to enable students to achieve fluency in
speaking through internalizing the structures, and establishing a balance between
fluency and accuracy. This study aimed to seek an answer to the question as to whether
Computer-Mediated Communication Technologies be a solution for overcoming these
problems. The study was conducted as additional practice to the foreign language
lessons with the participation of 60 students. Task-based language teaching principles
were taken as basis in preparation of the teaching materials in the study, in which text
and voice chat applications among the Computer-Mediated Communication
Technologies were used. During the applications data were collected in several ways:
participants’ perspectives regarding their changing experiences and the types of tasks
used were investigated through the use of open-ended questionnaires after each
session; a general insight was obtained into the students’ experiences with close-ended
questionnaires given at the end of the study; and the use of the target language in
communications among students were determined by investigating the text
communication logs. From a user-oriented perspective, the results of the study shed
light on the strategies that can be used in computer-mediated communication
technologies valuing the experiences and perceptions of the learners.

Keywords: Text and voice chat; foreign language education.
INTRODUCTION

The theoretical basis for the use of synchronous and asynchronous communication
technologies in computer-mediated foreign language education is found in the
interactionist theory among second language acquisition (SLA) theories and in
communicative approach to foreign language teaching. Communicative approach values
time spent on learner talk and supports the use of a variety of functions of language.
Language learning is believed to take place through conversation (Hatch, 1978) and
learners are encouraged to use the target language in communicative exchanges.
Similarly, the interactionist theory investigates interaction among learners and aims to
find the ideal conditions for SLA (Chapelle, 1997). The theory assumes that language
learning takes place in the course of interaction, because interaction provides input,
promotes output and allows for feedback and modified output. (For more information on
interactionist theory see Long, 1983-Interaction Hypothesis; Krashen, 1985-Input
Hypothesis; Swain, 1985-Output Hypothesis and Chapelle, 1997 for a discussion of these
in the context of Computer Assisted Language Learning.)
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Recently in Turkey there has been a steep increase in the importance attached to the use
of computers and to the improvement of oral skills in foreign language teaching.
However, various difficulties are experienced in the teaching of, particularly, the speaking
skills. The scarcity of individual speaking time per student in the classroom environment
constitutes the main challenge. Therefore, in order to improve their speaking skills,
students in Turkey would benefit from more practice time and a chance to use the foreign
language out of the classroom.

Another challenging context for the promotion of foreign language oral skills seems to be
distance language teaching. The main and biggest institution that provides distance
language teaching in Turkey is Eskisehir Anadolu University, Open Education Faculty with
1.100 thousand students and with 24 years of history
(http://www.anadolu.edu.tr/en/aos/aos tanitim/aos.aspx). Although a number of
online programs, VCD/DVDs and face-to-face tutorials have recently been offered by the
faculty (including the blended bachelor’s degree program in English Language Teaching),
foreign language teaching had mainly been limited to text-based materials and television
broadcasts which do not allow interaction among learners.

LITERATURE

Literature on the use of Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) for foreign language
teaching purposes mainly reflects research in the areas of foreign language learning
anxiety and participation, transfer of skills from text-based CMC to oral language skills,
the effects of synchronous and asynchronous communication, amount of target language
produced, native speaker (NS)-non-native speaker (NNS) interactions and some research
emerging on the use of voice communication. Research in these areas will be respectively
exemplified below. The use of CMC in distance language learning contexts will then be
illustrated with three cases: The Open University, UK; Universitat Oberta de Catalunya,
Spain and Eskisehir Anadolu University, Open Education Faculty, Turkey. There also
exists relatively recent research on the use of video in CMC and virtual environments.
However, these are not included in this paper regarding the scope of this research.

Language Learning Anxiety and Participation

One of the obstacles encountered in improvement of oral skills is the foreign language
anxiety resulting from the students’ concern about making mistakes particularly in front
of their friends. Language anxiety results in a dominance of the teacher and confident
students during discussions. Thus, even if sufficient time is allocated to oral student
interaction, shy and highly anxious students cannot benefit the opportunities arising from
the context. At this very point, computer-mediated communication (CMC) emerges as a
feasible solution particularly for improvement of speaking skills and decreasing the level
of foreign language anxiety by raising self-confidence of the students within the scope of
both formal and distance education. Many studies indicate that CMC can lower foreign
language learners’ anxiety levels (Perez, 2003; Warschauer, 1996; Roed, 2003).

Studies investigating the effects of CMC on foreign language improvement also
demonstrate that participation is more equal in written communication in these
environments (Warschauer, 1996) and that the dominance of teachers and more
confident students in discussions is decreased with greater participation of shy students
in the text chat environment (Kern, 1995).

Transfer of Skills

Other research in CMC focused on and evidenced transfer of skills from text chat to oral
production based on the assumption that synchronous text chat triggers the same
cognitive mechanisms involved in speech production (Beauvois, 1997, Payne and Whitney
2002). Another study on text-based synchronous CMC was carried out by Tudini (2003)
who pointed out that negotiation of meaning, which is accepted as evidence of language
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improvement by the interactionist theory, occurred in CMC context especially around
vocabulary and grammatical items.

Synchronous and Asynchronous Communication

Abrams (2003) compared the effects of synchronous and asynchronous text-based
communication on the quality and quantity of language produced and did not find
significant differences between the two modes (Abrams 2003). However, in some
instructional contexts, student learning outcomes are reportedly superior in
asynchronous online discussion rather than face-to-face discussion (Wang 2004; Koory,
2003). In this regard, synchronous chat, with attempts to emulate face-to-face
discussion, is often viewed as inferior to asynchronous online communicative exchange
(McDonald, 2002)

Target Language use in NNS/NNS Interaction

The results of the study conducted by Beauvois (1998) indicate that participants, who
share the same native language (L1), tend to rely on the target language more often in
text-based CMC discussions. Likewise, Gonzalez-Lloret (2003) emphasized that an
average of 80% of the interactions in text- based CMC were performed in the target
language among students with same L1. Obtaining similar results, Chun (2003)
emphasized that students enjoyed the chat environment greatly and, unlike the
classroom environment, they used the target language to a large extent to complete the
tasks.

Native speaker involvement

Even though enabling the students to communicate with the native speakers of the target
language is a significant opportunity provided by CMC tools, Lee (2004) pointed out that
some students experienced difficulties in understanding and communicating due to the
discrepancy between the learner language and the native language. Students described
their experience in this situation negatively, stating that they felt anxiety and were
concerned about making mistakes.

Voice-based CMC

Despite the large number of studies on text-based computer-mediated communication,
there is limited number of research on voice-based communication. In a study conducted
by Hampel and Baber in 2003, it was observed that students participated in voice-based
online sessions more actively. Hampel and Hauck (2004), in addition to demonstrating
the benefits of voice-based CMC, observed that it was easy for quieter students to hide
and not participate in the discussions, allowing the dominant students to take control of
the conversations. They pointed out that, from this point of view, voice-based CMC may
not support equal participation as much as text-based CMC.

Distance Language Education

In the context of distance language teaching, CMC takes on a much more prominent role
than the on-site (classroom) setting, apparently because the learners study in isolation
from a variety of physical/geographical places. CMC in such a context accommodates
‘anywhere and anytime’ interaction among learners and is usually observed in the form of
asynchronous CMC realized via email, voice mail, forum and discussion boards, blogs and
wikis. Although synchronous CMC is very promising in the promotion of
spoken/conversational skills, it is not always the very first choice because it facilitates
‘anywhere’, but not ‘anytime’ interaction. The learners need to be online concurrently
which could be quite difficult in cases where the learners have different commitments in
terms of time. And also in cases where the learners are spread on a large geography, time
differences might make synchronous interaction inconvenient. However, even if it is the
less preferred CMC alternative, there are institutions who offer synchronous CMC in
addition to asynchronous as part of their distance language courses. Consequently, there
appears to be different modals of incorporating CMC to the distance language course,
which will be exemplified below via the cases of the Open University, UK; Universitat



Oberta de Catalunya, Spain and Eskisehir Anadolu University, Open Education Faculty,
Turkey.

The Open University, UK was founded in 1969 with a ‘commitment to social equity’ with
government support and “most of the teaching and learning in the language courses is
structured around the in-house-produced self-study language materials.” (Solé and
Hopkins, 2007) These include books with supplementary DVDs, audio CDs, a variety of
computer-based materials and broadcast television supported with face-to-face tutorials
and residential summer schools. However, as outlined by Hampel and Hauck (2004), not
until February 2002 was CMC introduced into the language courses (namely German,
French, and Spanish). With an increase in ‘robustness of Internet audio technology’ an “in
order to respond to learners’ need for more flexible speaking opportunities and to
overcome the geographical challenge of students” internet-based, synchronous (real-
time) audio conferencing was introduced. Since then, “language courses have been
offered using Lyceum, an Internet-based audio-graphics conferencing tool developed in
house” (Hampel and Hauck 2004).

Solé and Hopkins (2007) contrast distance education language courses at the Open
University, UK with the ones at the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC), Spain. They
provide similar information on how language courses are run at the Open University, UK
and they go on to explain language courses at UOC, Spain. According to their outline,
“UOC, based in Barcelona, Spain, was established in 1995” and a "“distinguishing
characteristic of the UOC is that teaching and learning activities have taken place
exclusively online, via a purpose-built virtual campus, ever since the university’'s
inception”. English as a Foreign Language courses at the UOC, Spain make extensive use
of ‘one-way’ (web-based materials) and ‘two-way’ (asynchronous CMC) communication
technologies. Although the courses are skills-based, speaking is the least encouraged skill
apart from “pronunciation exercises and controlled dialogue practice”. Currently
synchronous (real-time) interaction, neither written nor oral is being offered.

After an analysis of the different modes of interaction offered in distance language
courses at the Open University, UK (synchronous voice-based CMC) and UOC, Spain
(asynchronous written CMC), Solé and Hopkins (2007) conclude that both institutions “a
facing a similar challenge; namely, to provide student with quality language courses at a
distance, given the technology available, student’s access to this, institutional policies,
and economic resources”. They suggest that flexibility in program design should be
considered so that emerging CMC technologies could be incorporated in the future
according to changing requirements.

As briefly mentioned in the introduction, within the Turkish context, Anadolu University,
Open Education Faculty, Turkey (AUOEF, Turkey) is the leading distance education
institution in Turkey with 24 years of history. Although the main mode of course delivery
(including foreign language courses) had been by means of printed materials and TV
broadcasts in the past years, recently the faculty has undergone a development of new
materials and new technologies, such as CDs/DVDs, web-based materials, an online
learning system and online TV, as well as offering face-to-face contact with the
academics. Currently there are 15 associate degree programs and 5 bachelor’'s degree
programs offered all of which have a foreign language strand. Out of the 20 programs
available 18 include English I, German I and French I, one includes additional English,
German and French for specific purposes courses and one includes only Arabic I and I1.
(http://www.anadolu.edu.tr/aos/program brosurleri/on lisans ve lisans.aspx) (Please
note these are the courses offered at university level. AUOEF, Turkey also provides
language courses at secondary school level which are not included here.)

However, the use of CMC at AUOEF, Turkey is, most of the time, limited to non-academic
purposes. Mutlu, Korkut and Iseri (2005) exemplified the use of audio-video chat
software as part of the programs in English Language Teaching (bachelor’s degree) and in
Information Management (associate degree). The system, that was put into practice by



the beginning of the 2004-2005 academic year, was used to strengthen the social
dimension required for “"meeting the non-academic communication needs” of the distance
learning students. While the results of the study indicated that students enjoyed using it,
they were disturbed by outsiders who could access the system. The students also
complained about some students who took advantage of the anonymity allowed by the
system and displayed disturbing behaviour.

At this point, the authors would like to mention a little bit more of the distance education
program in English Language Teaching (bachelor’'s degree): ‘Distance English Language
Teacher Training Program’ offered at AUOEF, Turkey. Ozkul and Mutlu (2005), who
provides a detailed account of the program, reports that it was established in the 2000-
2001 academic year using a blended teaching approach to supply the demand for English
Language teachers at primary and secondary schools as a joint project between AUOEF,
Turkey and the Turkish Ministry of Education. The blended system is composed of face-to-
face on-site learning in the first and second years of the program and is fully online in the
third and fourth years. As part of the online component, students in the program are
offered interactive online content, asynchronous academic consultancy/tutorials (forum
discussions) and technological support via web-based audio-video conferencing (Ozkul
and Mutlu, 2005).

The program has been an innovative initiative in distance education in Turkey with the
inclusion of a virtual classroom where synchronous tutorials are offered to students. As
explained by Aydin and Yuzer (2006), the virtual classroom is composed of six main parts:
1. content provider interface (slides, whiteboard, questions, video, images, web page
director and break-out rooms for learner interaction), 2. learner interface (lesson content,
file sharing, instructor-learner interaction [question and answers either in voice or text-
chat], instructor’s video and tabs that present the content), 3. instructor interface (with
control facilities), 4. management interface (scheduling and login purposes), 5. recorded
lesson interface (lessons archive accessible to students for review) and 6. database
(records of activity per student — attendance, oral/written participation rates, number of
questions answered correctly and topic initiation rates). Yuzer (2007) also discusses the
virtual classroom project with a focus on the use of video-conference in generating virtual
eye contact. He proposes that virtual eye contact has several benefits including increased
attention, better retention rates, community building, non-verbal communication and
social presence among the participants. (Please see Biyik, 2007, for an evaluation of the
success of the program.)

To summarise; despite the inclusion of new materials and technologies at AUOEF, Turkey,
CMC technologies to promote oral production and interaction among students are
currently not employed as part of foreign language courses in associate and bachelor’s
degree programs. The use of asynchronous CMC (forum) and synchronous CMC
(videoconferencing) is typically limited to non-academic purposes of socialization and
technical support; the only exceptional case being the blended program in English
Language Teaching: Distance English Language Teacher Training Program where a virtual
classroom is being piloted in pedagogy related courses.

METHOD

Emerging from the lack of research on the use of CMC for foreign language teaching in
the Turkish context, this study was conducted at a vocational high school as additional
practice to foreign language (English) lessons during the 2005-2006 spring term. A total
of 60 students (in groups of 30) participated in the study in which text and voice CMC
technologies were used. The research questions were as follows:

1. How much of the communication via text chat is carried out in the target language?
2. What are the learner perceptions on the use of text and voice chat applications with
regards to:



features of the sessions,
tasks,

matching of dyads,
computer skills, and
help provided?
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During the study that lasted four weeks, participants’ perspectives regarding their
changing experiences and the different types of tasks used were investigated through
open-ended questionnaires administered after each session; and a general insight was
obtained into the students’ experiences with three-point Likert type close-ended
questionnaire given at the end of the study. Furthermore, the rate of target language use
in interactions between students was determined through an investigation of text chat
logs.

The chat environment used in the study was developed using Macromedia Flash 8 and
Flash Media Server 2 software packages. Chat logs were kept by the chat software as a
system to prevent the use of native language by the participants as they all participants
shared the same native language. The participants were not allowed to add new users to
the chat software so that others outside the study could not sign in. Conversation tasks
and chat plug-ins were displayed on a single URL/web page.

Task-based language teaching principles were taken as a basis in the preparation of
teaching materials to be used in text and voice-based CMC sessions. Tasks are “activities
where the target language is used by the learner for a communicative purpose in order to
achieve an outcome” (Willis, 1996: 234). The first four types of the tasks defined by Pica,

Kanagy and Falodun (1993) were used in

Table: 1
Description of the tasks for each week
Weeks Task 1 Task 2
Meet your friend: Guess who:

1. Information
gap

Both students had information of a
famous person (age, nationality,
colour of eyes, colour of hair,
favourites, job, etc). They took
turns in describing the person they
could see and guessing the other
student’s description. They then
talked about themselves and their
families.

Each student had the picture of the
same house and some people in the
rooms and some people out of the
picture. A could see where the
people were whom B, then, had to
drag and drop from outside the
picture into the right room and vice
versa. They needed to use what the
people were doing in which room.

My room:

Both students had the same
pictures for three different rooms.
They tried to find 5 similarities and

In the future:

Both students had the same three
pictures for different future
habitations. They also had 9

;mzt:em 5 differences among the pictures. statements describing the pictures
They needed to use basic — 3 each. They were asked to find
vocabulary, prepositions and there the statements that match the
is/are. They, then, talked about pictures. They, then, talked about
their own rooms to find similarities their own predictions about future
and differences. life.

Everyday: The thief:

The students were given the 10 Each student was given half of a
jumbled sentences and 10 time picture story and they worked
expressions which describes one together to put the story in order.

3. Jigsaw day of a mother. They also had 5 They were then asked to tell their

pictures (each different) showing
what she does at what time. By
sharing the information they had,
they tried to make up 10 sentences
describing the mother’s one day.

own story to each other.




They were then asked to talk about

their own everyday life.

Birthday party: The weekend:

Both students held the same Both students held the same

information — amount of money, information — pictures of movies,
4. Decision pictures of gifts and cakes to choose | places and times to meet. They
Making from for their friend’s birthday were then asked to decide which

party. They were then asked to film to see, where and when to

decide which gift and cake to buy meet using a guided dialogue.

and which music to listen to at the

party using a guided dialogue.

the study: jigsaw, information gap, problem solving, decision making and discussion. A
total of 8 tasks (Table 1) were prepared with 2 different tasks for each week to be used in
dyadic interaction distributed over a period of four weeks.

Taking into consideration the fact that the proficiency levels of the participants were low,
they were enabled to see the Turkish explanations of the instructions regarding the
activities. For the same reason, the participants were also provided with a help page
containing the words and expressions they could use. The participants were asked to
have a look at these pages before the session, and they were allowed to access the help
page during the chat sessions.

FINDINGS

Target Language Use

The percentage of English, Turkish and total number of words used by the participants in
text chat are given in Table 2. These humbers were obtained by an analysis of the data
from the text chat logs automatically kept via Flash Media Server. The findings provided
in the table demonstrate that 91% of the communication took place in the target
language, and that use of the native language was 8.9 %.

Table: 2
Percentage of words generated in all applications (%)
Types of tasks Number _of Words in | Number _of Words in | Number of Words in

English (%) Turkish (%) Total (%)
information gap 96.7 % 3.3 % 25.6 %
problem solving 90.6 % 9.4 % 27.2 %
jigsaw 84.8 % 15.2 % 30.0 %
Decision making 92.5 % 7.5 % 17.2 %
Average (%) 91.2 % 8.9 % 100 %

Students’ Perspective on the Tasks Used in CMC Sessions

Views of the students that participated in the study regarding the conversation tasks are
given in Table 3. 65 % of all participants found the tasks interesting, and 52 % stated the
tasks were related.

Table: 3
Views of the students that participated in the study
regarding the tasks used in the sessions

voice (%) text (%) total (%)
*1 2 3 i 2 3 i 2 3
Tasks used in the sessions were interesting. 20 | 27 | 53| |13 | 10 | 77| |17 | 18 | 65

Subjects:




Tasks used in the sessions were related to my own life. | 17 [23 60| |27 |30 43| 22|27 | 52
The instructions of the tasks were clear. 0 13|87 7|7 |87 3 (10| 87

The language re_quired for the tasks was not difficult for 10 [27/63| |10!33|57| |10/30! 60
my level of English.

I liked the shorter tasks more. 10 (40|50| (20|17 |63 | (15|28 | 57
I liked the tasks below the level of my English more. 17 |[20|63| |[20/20|60 | |18 20| 62
I liked the tasks with pictures more. 3 (17|80 | (10|23 |67 7 (20| 73
I liked the interactive tasks (drag and drop) more. 10 |30|60| |17|17 67| [13|23| 63

* 1: Idon't agree, 2: I don't know, 3: I agree

The students were asked to specify the tasks they enjoyed the most (Figure 1) and the
least (Figure: 2). As can be seen in Figure 1, the tasks that the students enjoyed the most
were "My Room”, “Everyday” and “Birthday Party”. Their comments as to why they
enjoyed these tasks the most were that they were more enjoyable, amusing and easy.
Furthermore, one of the most important reasons why they enjoyed these tasks was that
they had the opportunity to tell something related to their own lives and that they used
them frequently in their daily lives ("To be able to use the words and to explain our
experiences in our daily lives”; "It was enjoyable to explain something that belongs to
me.”) While explaining the reason why he enjoyed the "Birthday Party” task the most,
one of the students said, "It was both enjoyable and amusing to make a decision jointly
with my friend”.

147
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Figure: 1
Distribution of tasks that the students enjoyed the most

Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of the tasks that the students enjoyed the least. A
significant result here is that "The Thief” was the least enjoyed task. When we investigate
the reason why they did not like it, the most frequent answer was that the task was too
difficult for them. This difficulty arose from the language level as typically expressed by
the students: "It was difficult to formulate sentences, I was demoralized”. Likewise, most
of the students stated that they found this task boring.



Number of students

Tasks

Figure: 2
Distribution of the tasks that the students enjoyed the least

Students’ Perspective on the Matching of Dyads

The findings given in Table 4 show that, 53 % of the students involved in voice chat
thought that their anxiety decreased for they had the sessions in pairs. 20% of those
involved in text chat shared the same view. 93% of the students involved in voice chat
and 77% of those involved in text chat stated that they communicated more easily for
they knew the person they were chatting with. Particularly 70 % of the students that
involved in voice chat stated that they would be worried of not being able to understand
the person they had the chat with, if he/she was a foreigner. It is seen that the students
are rather hesitant as to whether they would prefer to chat with a native English speaker
or not.

Table: 4
Views of the students that participated in the
study regarding the matching of dyads

voice (%) text (%) total (%)
1 2 3 i 2 3 i 2 3
Chatting in pairs decreased my anxiety. 27 |20|53| |60 |20 (20| (43|20 | 37
Because I knew the person I was chatting with, I was

able to communicate more easily. 33|93/ |23/ 0 /77| /13| 2|85
If the person I had the chat with was a foreigner, I
would be worried of not being able to understand the | 17 (13|70| ({2023 |57 | {18 |18 | 63
person.

I'd have preferred to chat with a native English 27 1a3|30| |37/40|23| |32]42| 27
speaker

* 1: I don’t agree, 2: I don't know, 3: I agree

Matching of dyads:

Students’ Perspective on the Chat Sessions

Views of the students that participated in the study regarding the features of the chat
sessions are given in Table 5. The findings presented in Table 5 show that most of the
students (85 %) thought that the sessions were a nice change against routine classroom
environment, and 75 % would like to continue the sessions. While 75 % of the
participants stated that they would like to have chat sessions in English lessons, the rate
of those who would like to spare time outside the school as well was 52 % (voice 47 %,
text 57%). 80 % of the students that participated in the study stated that the chat
sessions increased their interest in English language and 10 % thought that
communicating via computers created problems in completion of the activities.

Table: 5



Views of the students that participated in the
study regarding the features of the chat sessions

voice (%) text (%) total (%)
1 2 3 i 2 3 i 2 3

3 |{10|87| (10|17 |73 7 |13 | 80

Features of the chat sessions:

Chat sessions increased my interest in the English
language.

Chat sessions were a nice change against routine

. 0 (1783 7 |7 |87 3 (12| 85
classroom environment.

There was sufficient time for completion of the

activities in the chat sessions. 7 123|70 7 |13|80 7|18 75

The fact that we were communicating remotely using

the computer created problems in completion of the 70 ([20(10| |60|30|10| |[65|25| 10
activities

I would like to continue the chat sessions. 7 120(73 7 |17 |77 7 (18| 75
Two tasks a week enabled me to learn more. 10 |13 |77 7 |33|60 8 |23 | 68
Two tasks a week caused me to get bored. 83|10/ 7 | |60(17 23| |72|13| 15
I would like to have chat sessions in English lessons. 0 |27/73| |3 |20(77| | 2 |23| 75

I would like to spare time for chat sessions out of the
school as well.

50|47 | 10|33 |57 7 (42| 52

* 1: I don't agree, 2: I don't know, 3: I agree

Students’ Perspective on IT Skills

Table 6 shows the participants’ views regarding the computer skills. In total, 83 % of the
students thought that the use of the web site was easy, but 47 % stated that they would
need someone from whom they could get technical support, if they were having the
sessions alone at home.

Table: 6
Views of the students that participated in the
tudy regarding the computer skills

voice (%) text (%) total (%)

Computer skills: *¥1 (2 |3 1 (2 (3 1 (2 |3

1.1 experlencgd difficulties in the sessions for I am 70 20110 l67/17|17!| |68|18| 13
not good at using computers.

2. If I were having the sessions alone at home, 1
would need someone from whom I could get technical | 27 {30 (43| {20 (30|50 | |23 (30| 47
support.

3. Use of the web site was easy. 7 (10|83 3 |/13|83 5|12 | 83

* 1: I don’t agree, 2: I don't know, 3: I agree

Students’ Perspective on the Language Help Provided

Table 7 shows the views of the participants regarding the language help pages. 62 % of
the students stated that they studied the help pages before the sessions and 88 % said
being allowed to look at the help pages during the sessions relieved them. 83 % of all
students stated that the help pages were not complicated, and 62 % said being allowed
to look at the help pages during the session did not prevent them from thinking on the
subject. Rate of the students thinking that they would experience difficulties if they were
not allowed to look at the help pages was 58 %. While 60 % of the students that were
involved in text chat thought they would not study harder if they were not allowed to look
at the help pages, those who were involved in voice chat were rather hesitant (33%).

Table: 7
Views of the students that participated in the
study regarding the help pages

voice (%) text (%) total (%)

Help Pages: 1 |2 |3 1 |2 (3 1 |2 |3

1. I studied the help pages provided before the 13 (23|/63| (17|23 (60| (15|23 | 62




sessions.
2. Being allowed to look at the help pages during the
sessions relieved me.
3. Bt_elng allowed to look at the _hel_p pages during the 57 127117 |67 |17]17| |62] 22| 17
sessions prevented me from thinking on the tasks.
4. The help pages were complicated. 80 |7 |13| |[87| 3 |10| |83 | 5 | 12
5. I would work harder, if we were not allowed to look 33 [33/33| |60|17|23| |47|25] 28
at the help pages.
6. I would experience more difficulties, if we were not
allowed to look at the help pages.

* 1: I don't agree, 2: I don't know, 3: I agree

Students’ Perspective Prompted by Open-ended Questions:

Views of the students were also elicited by open-ended questionnaires administered at
the end of each session as well as the close-ended questionnaire the results of which
were mentioned above. The first of the open-ended questions required the participants to
state what they enjoyed the most in the sessions and the reasons for their answers.
Among the answers given by the students were:

> To be able to chat with their friends / with a person they know in English
("Because I did it with a friend of mine from my own classroom, my anxiety
decreased slightly. My self confidence in learning English increased.”; "I enjoyed
speaking English very much. Because, I have never spoken English for 40
minutes before.”; "We communicated with each other without speaking Turkish,
that was very nice.”; “I understood that speaking English is nice.”; "I enjoyed
being able to understand much better each day.”; “It willingly or unwillingly
shifts your attention to the lesson.”; "My interest in English increased.”)

> using keyboard / headphones (“Chatting in English and wearing headphones. I
like headphones very much.”; “Using the Internet site and communicating with
microphone.”; “"Chatting in writing, because it is very enjoyable.”)

> sessions were enjoyable and amusing ("It was nice to chat. Because it is
enjoyable.”; “Chatting in English for the first time was enjoyable.”; "It was the
voice chat, because it was very enjoyable.”; "I enjoyed being in front of a
computer.”)

> more rapid recall of words (“For the first time I remembered the English words
without repeating too much.”; “I enjoyed writing to each other the most.
Because I wrote the words, I remembered them more easily.”)

Another question addressed to the students in the open-ended questionnaires required
the students to state what they enjoyed the least or did not enjoy in the sessions. When
the answers given at the end of each session during 4 weeks were examined, it was seen
that the things which the participants enjoyed the least were the pronunciation anxiety
(I was afraid of pronouncing incorrectly”), feeling themselves insufficient in terms of the
level of foreign language proficiency ("Not being able to put together the sentences.”; "It
was difficult, I was afraid of being unable to do it, and I think I couldn’t do it.”; "I cannot
formulate the sentences, I got tense”), and complexity of the tasks and pictures
("Pictures were very complicated, they were not so clear”; “"The task was boring and it
was in English”; “3™ and 4" tasks were more difficult compared to the other tasks. I did
not like these tasks. The previous ones were both more enjoyable and easier.”; “It was
very boring to find the similarities and differences.”).

The participants also expressed a variety of challenges they faced in the sessions
regarding the use of English (“"Because our vocabulary is limited, we sometimes had to
speak in Turkish.”; “Sometimes, we cannot express ourselves, I mean we cannot fully
express what we want to express, and this situation puts us under pressure.”), the
technology (connection — use of keyboard/microphone — Internet site) ("Sometimes the
sound was distorted” ; “In the beginning, I had difficulties in using the keyboard, but it
became easier in the third week.”; "My friend’s voice reached me with a delay and so it
was difficult to communicate.”) and regarding the person they were talking to and their



communication (“"My friend’s understanding me late made me a bit tired”; Sometimes I
couldn’t understand him/her.”).

The views and opinions of the students regarding the tasks used in the chats each week
were also deduced from these open-ended questionnaires administered at the end of
each session. In general, the students stated that they found the sessions interesting and
enjoyable particularly because they chatted in English for the first time, and that most of
the tasks were open to discussion/sharing. While most of the participants found the
instructions understandable, they were of the opinion that the time provided particularly
for the 5'" and 6" tasks could have been longer. The participants stated that chat sessions
made various contributions to their foreign language (English) skills, and that they made
noticeable improvements particularly in their reading/writing, pronunciation/speaking
skills. Some of the students said they believed that their English vocabulary knowledge
had increased and that their practical skills in English were developed. Some stated that
they did not experience difficulties in spelling English words anymore. (“It was good for
spelling. Even though you could look at the help page, you develop a kind of confidence.
It was good for my pronunciation. Even though I chatted in writing, you repeat it in your
mind while writing, and it facilitates your pronunciation.”; “I learned something that I did
not know. I learned to be faster and more active.”; “I learned new vocabulary, and I
became more practical in writing English.”; "I can now write the words, whose spelling I
don’t know."”).

In open-ended questionnaires, students provided a variety of recommendations that
could improve the chat sessions: "It would be quite beneficial if it were done between
schools and classrooms.”; “It would be better if everyone, not certain students,
participated.”; “Different tasks can be added to the site.”; "It can be done with more
participants, it can also be done continuously.”; "It can be improved by enabling the
participants to chat with different individuals, not with the same ones.”; “Pictures could
be clearer and brighter, and explanations could be more detailed.”; “"More pictures and
sessions can be used”; "Number of example sentences can be increased.”

DISCUSSION

Recent research shows that learners who share the same native language use the target
language more in computer-mediated communication then they do in classroom
situations (Beauvois, 1998; Chun, 2003; Gonzalez-Lloret, 2003). The results of this study
on the amount of target language use also demonstrate that 91% of all synchronous text
chats were in the target language. This result is consistent with the findings of the
previous studies. It suggests that in CMC the belief that ‘students should chat with people
whose native language is not the same, otherwise they will prefer to use their native
language’ is not valid. It also illustrates that with a correct methodology, participants
would use the target language, even though they share the same native language.

Responses given by the students to the questions in the open-ended questionnaires also
support this result; most of the participants stated that they enjoyed speaking English
with a familiar friend. 70 % of the students that took part in voice chat stated that they
would be worried of not being able to understand the person they had the chat with if
he/she was a foreigner. While 27 % of all students wanted to chat with a person who is a
native English speaker, 32 % did not want to do so. Lee (2004) pointed out that some
students may feel uncomfortable and experience difficulties in understanding and
communicating during synchronous text chats with native speakers of the target
language. Students that participated in this study made the following recommendations
aimed at improving the chat sessions:

1. increasing the time allocated for the chat sessions,
2. participation of more individuals in the chat sessions,



3. collaboration between schools/classrooms,

4. allowing the participants to chat not with the same person but with different
persons as well,

5. regular use of the chat sessions over a longer period of time,

6. the use of different, enjoyable and pictured tasks,

7. and an increased number of example sentences on the help page.

Undoubtedly, it is inconceivable and probably undesirable for computer-mediated
communication to replace on-site language learning activities performed in the
classroom. However, it is also an undeniable fact that CMC could provide an exceptional
context for the students with low proficiency and high foreign language anxiety levels to
improve their language skills. CMC technologies will also create significant opportunities
in cases where sufficient time cannot be allocated for communicative activities within the
classroom due to limited teaching time. Therefore, it is argued that raising awareness of
foreign language teachers in the Turkish education system on the appropriate use of CMC
technologies and equipping them with necessary skills would be crucial in preparing the
next generation to the linguistic challenges of international settings.Although the present
study was carried out within the classroom context as additional practice outside the
class time, there is no reason why the results could not be transferred to distance
education settings. In distance foreign language teaching where face-to-face
communication is not feasible, use of CMC will not only act as a tool to promote
community building among isolated students, but also could have a very important role in
developing oral foreign language skills. By illustrating cases of distance language courses
offered in the UK, Spain and Turkey, the study highlights the lack of academic uses of
CMC (especially synchronous CMC) to promote language learning in the Turkish context.
Therefore, the results of this article are expected to provide guidance to and assist the
institutions, which currently provide distance language courses or have plans to do so, in
improving / developing the quality of their courses.

To conclude with, the authors maintain that computer-mediated communication could be
an invaluable alternative to face-to-face interaction in dealing with the challenges of
speaking a foreign language faced by the Turkish students in both traditional classrooms
and distance education contexts alike.
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