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Designing Internet-based EFL Learning and Reconstructing
Teacher-Student Interaction: A Case Study from the Course
"Learning English through the Internet"
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ABSTRACT

Many studies have shown that applying the Internet to the instructional design provides positive
impacts on EFL teaching and learning. While the numerous capabilities of the Internet were familiar by
the EFL educators, the field concerning how to implement the internet to facilitate the classroom
interaction is still being explored. The case study described in this paper is based on a new course
"Learning English Through the Internet" which was conducted at the Yuan Ze University.

The instructional design of this course focuses on effectively engaging college-level students in
participating within the Internet-based learning environment. The special features of this study include
the renovated teaching strategies and processes, the electronic textbook, on-line testing and project-
presenting, the learner-controlled lesson plan and teaching pace and, the most significant one, the
reconstruction of teacher-student and student-student interaction. Besides, the course development was
transformed into an instructional web-site which was collaboratively designed by the class members.
However, the idea of designing this on-line English learning web-site can be a highlight of this study in
terms of enriching the learning assessment and providing more guidelines to future learners. It is
believed that the newly-generated interactive patterns from the Internet-based learning environment can
entirely change the structure of EFL instruction and can easily promote more future use of the Internet in

the classroom.
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Introduction

Reasons why creating the course

This paper introduces and examines the instructional design background and the
application of using the richful Internet-based learning environment to create a college-level
English course for EFL students in Taiwan. The title of this renovated one-semester course is
called "Learning English through the Internet". It was conducted at Yuan-Ze University in the
1997-1998 academic year and designed to be a two-credit elective course opened to all the
Junior and senior students. The first idea in creating this non-traditional course came to my
mind when I was asked to write proposals for more advanced English courses to enrich the
foreign language study fields in Yuan-Ze campus. Having been an English instructor there for
three years, at that time, I deeply realized that the whole English curriculum was not welcomed
so much and treated fairly by the students. In some way they agree English-learning is
important, but in the other way, they often consider it a nightmare. In fact, according to my
own and other EFL teachers' experiences, this conflict learning attitude toward English classes
exists not only among students of Yuan-Ze University but most college students in Taiwan.
Meanwhile, how to provide well-designed courses to make English learning more appealing to

these college students seems an inevitable task for all the ESL/EFL teachers.

The Instructional Design of this Course

The objective of this course is to bring the Internet and Computer Learning Networks into
the English language classroom to facilitate a communicative, collaborative and distance
learning environment for ESL students. Like Sterim & Koch (1996) pointed out in their book,
a teacher’s role in the classroom is changing. Teachers are not the dispensers of knowledge but
the facilitator of student learning. I deeply believe that a modern ESL/EFL teacher should use
up-to-date information and student's interests to teach the lessons rather than just completely
planning the curriculum by themselves and primarily guided by the textbooks.

Talking about the motivation in language learning, in recent years there has been a surge
of articles re-examining the relationship of motivation to language learning. Here I would
introduce Porter's(1997) words. He believed that effective means of sharing information and
encouraging learning and skill development . Nevertheless, with an increase in the number of

ways people can communicate and information can be transmitted and received, materials in



different format can enhance the learning and training process and better meet people's different
needs and preferences. Therefore, I wrote the following words as the outline of this class:
"Based on the computer-assisted language Learning theories, the course will be designed
to teach students how to use electronic communication tools(ex. E-mail, BBS, the internet and
the WWW) to access learning resources and materials, enrich classroom activities, promote

highly motivating international exchanges, and help students find their own learning materials."

Web-based learning

The Internet, a monumental new information technology widespread in the world, has
brought about drastic changes in the nature of communications (Goro, 1997). The technology
allows us to exchange multimedia information and messages on a globe basis. In order to gain
the target information in a limited time, the powerful linking capability of networked hypertext
is a major benefit. However, excellent reading skill is

much significant in exploring in the web-based learning. Therefore, I chose the
interesting topic oriented materials to train students to skim and scan on those information. At
the first beginning, I assigned them a web-site and ask them organize what they learn from it.
Different from the traditional lesson, students were not told to read what the teacher wanted
them to read. On the contrary, they had to report to me next time what they did and how many
words they learned. Maybe it was confusing to them first, but soon they got the key point and
enjoy it. Remember a team did an outstanding job in listing all the pets in While House over
the past years. = The chart was well-organized and welcomed by all other classmate. It

proved that students could be self-learning conductor.

Instrument

Classroom environment (Computer Lab)

The students were arranged in a networked computer lab. The capacity of this classroom
is 65 seats. All seats were equipped a PC computer and facing to each other. There are two
monitors on the teacher's desk. One is for the master station and the other is the controlling
monitor which is used to broadcast and monitor the students' screen. By using this, projector
and black/write board are not necessary. Teachers don't need to write anything. They just

have to input the information in to the computer and students will get these immediately. The
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lessons will be delivered in a non-traditional methods which also allow teachers to notice easily

what are shown on each student's monitor.

Special features about the class

Textbook Revolution

Information stored on the web sites include hypermedia and hypertext in terms of
documents, photographs, drawings, music, animation and even video clips. This richful and
chunking information world offer enormous potential for enhancing the communicative
approach to language teaching and learning. Therefore, the textbook pattern has changed into
digitized one and the WWW certainly offers exciting opportunities to provide cost-effective

access to information

Writing and Communicating with the Internet

In recent years, E-mail has been used a lot and proved an effective tool in teaching and
learning. Because it can be used in-school to connect students via intranets or it can send
messages across the Internet, this flexible communication tool help bridge the communication
gap between teachers and students. Porter (1997) indicated in his book that E-mail sent
through the Internet might be directed from one user to another, but it also might involve
messages to and from mailing lists and bulletin boards. As we noticed, many web sites include
hypertext links to a company's or an individual's e-mail. What I did in my class was trying to
take advantages of these mailto. For example, all my students would get a "welcome letter”
from their teacher before attending to the first class. The letter was sent out by the Teachers'
Information System in YZU which provideé the E-mail function. By this function, each
teacher can select to send messages to every student in his/her class or any one of them.
Porter(1997) said that group messages are an effective way to share course: assignments,
announcements, and core materials. Therefore, during the first class my students have to be
forced to react to the letter through system which suggests they are going to have this alternative
way to “talk” to their teacher and classroom. However, the results of sending this "welcome
letter" assured me that E-mail certainly adds another dimension to the way that educator and
learners interact and allows more interpersonal dialogue between students and teachers. My

students wrote some words from their hearts to show me their expectations to the class,



especially for those who were afraid of speaking English in class. They not only received
another way to express their ideas about the class but were encouraged to ask questions, request
clarification, and receive additional assistance. It provides more opportunities for
"conversation" outside the traditional classroom and it encourages the learning interaction to
take place any time, any place. Besides, these feedback are the good samples to show their
writing proficiency. ~ They are just like the pretests of this class.

Once getting used to communicate through the E-mail system, students will be encouraged
to explore more experiences through the Internet. ~ For example, they might feel intimidated
but excited to write a letter to Bill Clinton via the web-pages of the White House. I nominated
a student and took his letter as an example to teach the whole class that how to write a letter to

Mr. president. This is an excellent chance to teach "Letter Writing" or "Note Writing".

Integrating BBS into English Class

As we all noticed, writing on the BBS has been a required skill for college-level students
in Taiwan. It was also found that students overall had a positive attitude toward using the BBS.
However, my students still use their own native language while communicating on it. Since I
am an English teacher, why don't I force them to write in English which combines instruction
and pleasure together.  Therefore, I designed an personal field called "Rosa's English Family"
on YZU's BBS. There all the students can post their assignments on. For example, one thing
I taught to them was writing a note of "asking for absence".

They were required to write this note if they couldn't come to the class. The messages
would be open to everyone and there was a English writing contest for mothers on Mother's Day.
For writing in the environment they belong to, most students did a great job and created the

"Rosa's Family" the only English interactive field on the campus network.

Format of the Homework

Student-centered Assignment

In the traditional ESL/EFL courses, teachers used to assign written homework for their
students. However, in the Internet-based learning class, assessment could be measured by self-
chosen assignment. Students should be provided more in terms of having alternative

opportunities to practice what they have learned in the class. According to the philosophy of
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"Virtual Teaching and Learning Model" at the University of Sheffield (1998), assessment is part
of the learning process and practices self/peer/tutor collaborative, ongoing assessment. This is
somehow difficult but interesting. I tried to implement this valuable idea into my class and the
activities I designed included collaborative projects, case studies, project presentation and on-

line publication.

Bring the Global community to the class

First, I separated all the students into groups and chose the web-sites for them. For
example, the site of introducing the American Holiday. Since the contents of the whole site is
so vichful and they only got one-week to study and prepare for the presentation. So each
group can select any holiday they were interested in. What they were asked to present to other
classmates was introducing the target holiday and comparing it with any related one in Chinese.
This project engaged students involving in the awareness of different cultures.  According to
the theory of communicative competence, it is also a significant part in language teaching and
learning.  During the last class, I asked students to write some words to introduce what is
"Learning English through the Internet".  From the their feedback, I found one student wrote
like this:

Subject: What is Learning English through the Internet

Date: Thur, 11 Jun 1998 12:12:34 +0800

From: Chang-lung Chen <s843063@moon.yzu.edu.tw>
Organization: YZU

To: s849023@moon.yzu.edu.tw, s843063@moon.yzu.edu.tw

What is Learning English from Internet?

1. Be familiar with popular network tool on Internet
2. Get into the habits of sec.rching what you ueed

3. Contact with everyone in the world

4. Research customs everywhere

It is obvious that what he learned in the class has been beyond the linguistic competence

and is exactly what I intended to teach to them.



Another good method to promote the "internationalization" to students is encourage them
to have penpals through the Internet. Many articles have discussed the possibility that the
culture of the Internet has the potential to become a global culture or it.is already irretrievably
Western. While enjoying meeting the panels on the Internet, students might not think this
important issue. However, realizing the importance of English learning and intending to
engage in learning it more is definitely one benefit of knowing penpals. By the way, students
can easily post themselves on many web-sites (like Dave's Cafe) and receive others' feedback in
a short time. This internationalized cross-culture communication is really amazing to my
students. Through the process of expressing themselves in English, I do believed that they find

their personal and cultural identification.

Web-site construction

All the students were asked to store and present their homework in their own way and to
defend for their products. In fact, to prevent form making the whole class a web-site
constructing course, students didn't necessarily have to turning their projects into web pages.
What they did included Microsoft Words files, PowerPoint or even on papers. To my surprise,
what I found interesting was the force of peer-pressure.  After reviewing others' presentations,
some students were amazed by those excellent jobs. For the above reason, they were
encouraged to learn more computing and Internet-based skills which could be a bonus for them
for taking this course. Near the end of the semester, I suggest them construct a class web-site
which collects all their projects and homework since it had became a learning site for other
students. It contained many useful information like how to write a resume in English, how to
apply to the graduate school in other countries, the most economical travel plan for college-level
students.....etc. This hypermedia web-site can be access to the Internet and expended even the

class was over.

On-line Testing

Since all the activities in this course are conducted on the Internet, it is inevitable that the
test should be designed into the on-line format. Although taking quizzes while connected to
the Internet is motivating, there are also some drawbacks (Mello, 1997). One of these
problems with Internet based quizzes is the Internet itself, that is, the connection is sometimes

slow or down. Therefore, I tried to input the essay questions into the E-mail message first and
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didn't send it out until the test began. For considering the above problems and time-consuming,
part of the questions belonged to short essays'_which means students had to give the answers in a
limited time. The rest of the test was given to allow them surfing on the Internet to organize
and synthesize the information they want. The testing time was within one and half hours.
The test results should be mail back to the teacher via E-mail.

Using Internet based tests, teacher§ don't have to walk around in the classroom to monitor
the students’. They can just use the bfoadcasting system to monitor each screen and don't have
to worry about any cheating behavior. You can read exactly what he/she is typing or knowing

what he/she is doing.

Extra Findings from the Class

Besides the facts mentioned above, the class dynamics and students' extra performance
were beyond what I expected originally. Being the teacher, I am often pleased by some extra
findings for the class. For example, a girl from business school kept journal writing for each
class which recorded the special features each week and indicated that English writing had been
part of her life. On the other way, a boy tried so hard to present a poem on the BBS to his
loving mother. During this summer time, I got a E-mail from one of my future student who
was attracted by the class's web-site and ask if he has to prepare anything for the class in fall
term. It was delightful to know that some students were waiting for this English class.
Things really changed and my idea of constructing the learning site actually worked. These
could be a compliment for the teacher. Moreover, their feedback to the class also revealed
their changing attitudes toward English Learning which cope with my intention while designing

this class.

Here are some examples:

Subject: 832010 & F

Date: Thu, 11 Jun 1998 12:05:33 +0800 (CST)

From: cycle.bbs@bbs.yzu.edu.tw

To: s849023@moon.yzu.edu.tw
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Subject: &L48

Date: Thu, 11 Jun 1998 12:04:42 +0800 (CST)
From: #%AE <s842100@moon.yzu.edu.tw>
To: S849023@moon.yzu.edu.tw

CC: s842100@moon.yzu.edu.tw

F—RERRTEHEPIRF > BWI5 > AXTBEKHIRAT » ETRXE LA
B8 > EH BRI L Internet e5FK KRR » TXWHo T —BEHBYE T » 2.2 » EpYBE

BHAERXEPHE » (ERE ) TERFLEHLR > Zfk Homework &5 o )iH----- FPiR
B e BehiELs 0 YRR F L - BRI L EREEREANERSS
HE U wewen w3 B e o B LEPIRMB /D > BHEHLHMS o

7€ No Pains, No Gains

Subject: & F 834033

Date: Thu, 11 Jun 1998 11:40:46 +0800 (CST)
From: sigh <s834033@moon.yzu.edu.tw>
To: s849023@moon.yzu.edu.tw

Through the class of "Learning English through the Internet", We can enter a lot of
websites that are interesting and knowledgeable.
What I learn most is getting international panpels, which can enlarge my vocabulary

ability. It's very interesting to learn knowledge from western websites.

Conclusion

Although there are many benefits in using computerized materials, there are some possible
drawbacks too. Tuzi(1997) pointed that possible drawbacks to computerized materials are cost
and time. From my own experience, it is not necessarily to have enough funding to establish
an Internet-based learning class. Having well-designed lesson plans and innovative teaching
methodologies are important to educators. They must understand how to make the paradigm

shift "conventional" teaching and learning to teaching and learning in virtual environment.
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And it is surely a complex cultural change.

Just like Goro(1998) pointed out in his paper, the key to access of English education are

1) how we can make students learn English on a daily basis

2) how we can enhance and maintain their motivation in and outside of the classroom

and , 3) how we can develop their personal communications in an authentic language context.

I deeply convince that these are the essential criterions which most ESL/EFL teachers in Taiwan

. should follow.
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