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Aim

At the kick-off meeting in Vienna October 2005 it was agreed that partners (Manchester & Denmark + Vienna students) would conduct a limited number of interviews to make an initial survey of issues that would be relevant for the production of the manual & guide. It was therefore the objective of the interviews to produce knowledge about the basis for live online language teaching, i.e

· investigate traditional classroom pedagogy of language learning in virtual classroom environment 

· outline particularities of learning processes in live online language teaching

· outline  advantages and disadvantages of  live online language teaching

· describe technological skills specifically required for live online language teaching

· define need for qualification of the live online language teacher

(objectives quoted from the LANCELOT project description)
The Danish team conducted 4 semi-structured interviews with teachers. The interviews were made on the basis of an interview guide discussed by all partners in December 2005.
Presentation of interviewees
A)  American, situated in Japan/Tokyo. 20 years experience with technology based language teaching. University based

B) British, situated in France. 3 years experience with live online teaching. University based. Teaches general English, academic English and English for specific purposes
C) British, situated in France.2 years experience with live online teaching, several years experience with telephone lessons and other technology based teaching. Teaches mostly business people
D) British, situated in France. 2 years experience with live online teaching, several years experience with telephone lessons and other technology based teaching. Teaches mostly children and youngsters
They all teach English.

Even though they teach in different cultures, different taxonomic levels, and target groups from children to advanced everyday-, business- or academic English, there are many common traits.

1. Context

What is your background for teaching languages online?

( your educational background?

( Technical skills?

( Online experiences?

The 4 interviewees have all used computers for a longer period, and must be characterised as experienced. Several of the teachers were trained in business and have later qualified as teachers. Interviewees mention that many language teachers in schools and in higher education are not generally experienced pc- and internet-users. Therefore they point at the necessity of training courses for online language teachers. Two of the teachers thus had 3-4 months training in handling courses in a virtual classroom (both synchronous and asynchronous). The two other teachers are both self-taught in online teaching. 

One teacher is self-taught as a teacher while the others are qualified teachers. They all have long experience as language teachers.
What qualifications/backgrounds do the students have?

( Their language skills?

( Technical skills?

( Online experiences?

All respondents talk about the necessity of being aware of the participants’ cultural background, as it influences on the interaction, communication, practice and learning. One teacher talks about the habits of communication that younger students have acquired in various web-communities, another teacher about how Japanese culture differs from Anglo-American culture. Two teachers talk about the way the French educational system differs from the English. 

In relation to their students, all teachers report that their students in the outset are motivated, but (regardless of age and educational context) some have to start from scratch, while others already speak some English. Students are generally motivated by the online environment once they have overcome the initial problems with technical issues etc. 

Teachers mention that especially younger students and children who are used to computers, the internet and online communication find it easy to cope with technical issues. The older students generally need more introduction to the online environment and to technical issues.

Describe the platforms you have used?
The overall criteria for successful synchronous video-sound-based language teaching is good sound. If the sound is bad, nothing works. Other technical problems are annoying but can be overcome (such as having alternatives when the server doesn’t work)

All teachers use a range of online platforms/ tools and their choice depends on: 
· ‘corporate’ reasons, e.g. educational institutions and business have preferred environments 
· Infrastructure reasons, bandwidth and other technical restrictions

· Pedagogic design/purpose vs. various platforms/tools possibilities and constraints.

Examples of tools used:

Moodle: 
User-friendly and flexible learning management system. Good for exercises and assignments as well as peer work
Delivers a whole institutional environment, like an online school “Moodle is the school building and everyone comes into it”
Moodle is free and the IT department can set it up and keep it going for you. Moodle does not support videoconferencing.
Webtrain:
Good because of the shared whiteboard and the screen casting
Users find that sometimes the sound isn’t very good, especially in the afternoon when a lot of people are online.

Webtrain does not have an institutional surrounding. It only exists while in use and does generally not support the written part of language teaching. “Webtrain is what is says – there is nothing, and it is real time. There is no platform as such, there is no school noticeboard…you’ve got no pre-course material, you’ve got no post-course material, unless of course you use email. There’s no platform like in a physical school where everything’s housed”
Skype: 
Good because of the sound quality, and because Skype can support an acceptable number of participants in a language class (up to 8 people).
Google: 
Sometimes Google is used for back-up sound. 

Blogging:
A lot of teachers are (according to one of the interviewees) now using blogging in their teaching. Blogging does not focus on spelling, but more on informal language

Which synchronous/asynchronous activities are possible in the platforms?

There is no consensus on what the terms synchronous and asynchronous mean. Thus all the respondents interpret online synchronous teaching as different kinds of real-time interaction on the internet, eg. text chat, Skyping, using messenger, video-conferencing, etc. Asynchronous activities are often associated with pre- and post-course activities that students do on their own.
One teacher describes the difference between synchronous and asynchronous activities in this way:

“Asynchronous teaching would be about sending them [i.e. the students] text that they could fill in – that would be self-access (working on their own) and then I would consolidate, I would get them to reproduce. I would ask them to write dialogues. For example if they needed to revise grammar they would have to work on it on their own. When they come into the classroom then what you want to do is to allow for a context that is more practical for them, you’ve got to get them to talk about what they did last week. If they are an engineer or someone working on a hotline having to do with technical problems, you will get them to explain to you how they resolved a technical problem that they came across last week. So as a teacher you are trying to make a passive activity into a pro-creative activity.” 

In this sense synchronous environments generally support spoken language and asynchronous approaches written language. 
All the teachers combine asynchronous activities with synchronous activities. Some also use blended learning where they meet their students face2face. This entails that synchronous activities are never seen as disconnected from other activities, but are always contextualised by them. “I think blended learning is the ideal situation where you have the best of both worlds” as one teacher says.
Synchronous environments are generally thought of as more stressful and confusing learning environments than asynchronous environments. Live online language learning is therefore generally thought to be most relevant for more skilled or advanced learners, “synchronous text chat is something that you couldn’t use with beginners as it would be too frustrating for them – they would think too much about the grammar etc.” as one teacher explains. Therefore, most teachers start out with asynchronous activities and move towards synchronous activities once the learners have become more confident with the online environment and the vocabulary and rules of the language. Asynchronous activities are generally associated with reflection and with peer work that is well suited for improving the confidence of the learners, and specifically for enabling less confident speakers to express their views:
“Face2face you’d have only a few people talking, but in the asynchronous environment people would have time to reflect on the input that each person has given. But – and this is always amazing – some of the shyest students find their medium at last and glow on this medium because it’s not a piece of writing like an essay – you give a dead piece of writing and you give it to the teacher to be marked. You write something and you know that someone is going to react to it. In any online environment you should always have ground rules to make sure that people don’t lose track etc. But students who would never say a word all the time express themselves more freely with conviction using this medium. And those who were the most vocal in class tend to step back and really think about what they were saying and then come back again with more constructive comments rather than just commenting for the sake of commenting. They take the time that is given them to really think about what the others are saying. So this peer learning is really wonderful and they see it. I have never had any students to come back and say, I don’t like this. They think, wow, can we do it again, can we do it again.”

On the other hand another teacher stresses that live online learning may be quite motivating for students as it is more activity based and hands-on than a traditional classroom environment and as students are generally given more attention in the synchronous environment:
“in a class students would mostly be listening and participating. It is less likely that they will take a pen and write on the blackboard. Whereas in the virtual classroom they are going to write on the board or they are going to be typing in a text. It captures their attention even more than a classroom could. Because a student in a traditional classroom could to a certain extent sit in the corner, unless the teacher really makes sure that they participate, they can sit there quite quietly for a certain period of time. In the virtual classroom that happens a lot less because it is more hands-on.”

However, live online learning may not be as spontaneous as classroom learning “The disadvantage of the virtual classroom is the slight delay in sound which means that it is not always as spontaneous as a traditional classroom”

How many students do you teach at the same time?
In WebTrain 4 students might be a maximum according to two of the teachers. In live online language teaching, speaking is a major and significant part of the activities. Some respondents say that groups from 4 to 12 can work, however “At the moment we are thinking of four. … We know that the system can go up to 8 people, but we think that 8 people might be too many to manage in the virtual classroom ... 4 is max. – then we can make sure that they get something out of it really, and that there is quality in the lesson”. In Moodle and other asynchronous environments more students can participate at the same time. One teacher taught a group of 50 students, but this – in her experience - was too large a group. “The problem is that any teacher online should react as quickly as possible and you have to be concentrating on that task. And it is very, very tiring”. In an ideal world, the teacher says, there should be another teacher to help you – for instance with technical problems – instead of one teacher having to cope with everything.
2. Material and tools
How do you use the synchronous space(s) when teaching languages (e.g. chat room)

( which tools/materials are found in the different spaces?

( which tools/materials do you use in the different spaces?

How do you use the asynchronous space(s) when teaching languages (e.g. conferences, group rooms)?

Which tools/materials are found in the different spaces?

Which tools/materials do you use in the different spaces?

see above and below
3. Methodology
Which language pedagogical methods do you use in the different spaces?

How would you assess the usability of the different spaces in relation to the language pedagogical methods?

Scenarios - examples

Synchronous 
“We use PowerPoint a lot because it is very easy to use in a virtual classroom. You can put colours on it, background, and make it professional. You can make it interactive as well. We put pictures on PowerPoint slides and we make activities with it. It is true that you can use audio and video files. We haven’t used this until now, but we do use the web board to show them exercises online, e.g. multiplications in English. We can do that kind of activity to make sure they have understood the lesson well or you can bring adult, high level learners to eg a BBC website and you can look at an article and you can learn grammar and vocabulary with it.”  

How interactive PowerPoints are used in teaching directions: 

“First we practice expressions (turn left, straight on) and then we use the webboard to draw things. Then we use pp slides to direct them : we say you start at the starting point and then you go left or go right, you pass the supermarket etc. this means that we can make the lesson interactive. When they have understood the directions properly you make them direct you. This way you make sure they have understood the vocabulary you taught them previously, and it is making the lesson interesting and interactive” 

 “Asynchronous teaching would be about sending them [i.e. the students] text that they could fill in – that would be self-access (working on their own) and then I would consolidate, I would get them to reproduce. I would ask them to write dialogues. For example if they needed to revise grammar they would have to work on it on their own. When they come into the classroom then what you want to do is to allow for a context that is more practical for them, you’ve got to get them to talk about what they did last week. If they are an engineer or someone working on a hotline having to do with technical problems, you will get them to explain to you how they resolved a technical problem that they came across last week. So as a teacher you are trying to make a passive activity into a pro-creative activity.” (also quoted above)

The Tokyo-teacher arranges that the students work together synchronously (in a language lab) and produce material for presenting in the face2face class. A lot of the assignments given by the teacher are designed so that the students must interview people from other parts of the world, and thus have to speak English. These assignments are designed ranging from teacher-controlled to student-controlled. 

The students talk to anybody relevant, from India, Singapore, Thailand, and Europe. The students find it easier to talk to academics and university students.

Asynchronous

“Just to give you an example of where I use [a learning platform] for blended learning with university students: I had had different groups in face2face classes and I had given them input on certain subjects. And then they had to come online in [the learning platform] and discuss a question which I put. I put them into groups so that the people who had seen each other face2face were not necessarily with the same people online so that they were meeting different people in a different environment. And they were discussing a subject that they’d all had input on in a face2face environment… the work they produce is very good quality. And what starts out as an asynchronous discussion – this is also amazing – becomes very quickly a synchronous text chat, because they are so involved in it that they want to have the answers immediately, immediately, immediately. They don’t want to wait till the next day. “
The teachers report that sometimes they make their students give feedback to each other’s drafts in using discussion fora, before delivering assignments. In this way communication and writing skills are trained at the same time. They also use online peer-review of final assignments. 

All teachers report using stand alone interactive applications (e.g. Dynamic English, interactive games and crosses), so that the individual students can train specific issues like e.g. grammar at home. 
A lot of teachers are now including blogging in their teaching. This is a less formal way of writing – rather than for instance a formal forum discussion or synchronous chatting.

4. The role of the teacher

How do you understand your own role in the virtual platform?

Which kind of teacher roles do you have in different contexts of teaching languages online

· Mentor?

· Consultant?

· Facilitator?

· Etc.

Teachers state that they are often on their own when they teach in virtual environments. A lot of the technical and pedagogical skills of teaching online are self-taught, and teachers generally have to produce their own teaching material. On top of this teachers have to deal with new professional roles.  “Here, I am really the senior learner, I am the facilitator, the mentor” one teacher says about her role in moderating language courses through Moodle. Asynchronous environments like Moodle enable the students to work peer to peer and the role of the teacher is for instance to intervene if the students need help, to edit or moderate the output if students are using inappropriate language or have problems with spelling. The teacher also often needs to intervene if there are technical problems.
Several teachers report that live online teaching is more stressful than teaching in asynchronous environments. Teaching languages online in real time requires that the teacher works hard to make sure that the students know what is going on. “In the virtual classroom students need a lot more reassurance, questions and a lot more interactions to be sure what is going on” as one teacher puts it. Reassurance and constant interactions are necessary as “in a traditional classroom it is much easier to read the spoken language of the students and for the students to read the body language of the teacher. In a virtual classroom you don’t have that same contact”. Thus, the teacher is physically less present in the synchronous environment, but more likely to have to work hard on building relationships between students and students and teacher. In addition to this, teachers must be more explicit in live online environments than in traditional classroom environments.
If synchronous activities include text chat with peers around the world teachers need to spend a lot of time preparing the activity, i.e. find the right communication partners, the best medium and links. In this case preparation is a central issue for the teacher. 
5. Assessment
What would you say was the most significant difference between teaching in respectively physical and virtual spaces?

The interviews generally underline the following points 

· Live online teaching is often only one out of several approaches used by teachers online. Live online teaching may be an activity that can supplement and qualify asynchronous teaching and learning and vice versa
· Live online teaching is thought to be more stressful than teaching and learning in an asynchronous environment. This may be due to cultural issues, to the speed of conversation or the absence of institutional surroundings, pre- and post-course material 
· Live online teaching is better with intermediate and advanced students than beginners. Learners may start in an asynchronous environment and move on to a synchronous environment
· Live online teaching is associated with oral rather than written language (if written, the language is appropriated to spoken forms, e.g. in text chat)
· Live online teaching involves community and confidence building, for instance between teachers and students. Live online teaching needs to be a lot more explicit than teaching face2face.
· Live online teaching is associated with ‘instant’ language production rather than reflection
· Line online teaching is time-consuming for the teacher – preparing, setup, appointments, in class online presentations have to be very well-prepared and well designed. In addition to this teachers have to be well prepared for technical problems: giving technical support; the need for planning alternative activities
Is technology in some cases an obstacle for teaching and learning a language?

Does technology facilitate teaching and learning a language?

In addition to the points mentioned above a number of cultural issues may be worth considering in live online language teaching. A few examples: 

Literacy and communication styles
For Japanese students synchronous writing is difficult due to the Japanese sign-system. This observation may be relevant for all language students who are not familiar with the western alphabet (or the alphabet of the language they are learning). 
Synchronous learning is stressful for Japanese students both when it is in writing and in voice chat or video conferencing. The style of conversation in Japan is slow: You say something and the other part answers. Not like in the West. In Japan it is like bowling, one at the time where English/western style is like tennis – back and forth. Therefore it is hard for the students to use the synchronous environment. They are not good at running a conversation. They answer but they do not ask questions. 
Also peer reviewing and discussions are difficult. In Japan it means a lot not to lose one’s face in public.
Subculture and netiquette issues
Younger students do not always know netiquette, how to behave online. It is an issue with the younger generation: “in what register should they communicate online…For instance they don’t write correctly. They have abbreviations and acronyms for everything. So when they do something as a group online they take this culture with them, and they put it into the learning community. And then it’s a cultural shock for them that they are not supposed to do that. We’re learning a language, i.e. English, so we don’t want you to break down all of these words so that they sound phonetically in a written script. And that’s very difficult for a lot of them. I had a student who is a very good communicator but who used the most inappropriate vocabulary online, it was incredible! Again, he took what he had been doing with his friends into the learning community, and it was the wrong style to be used. It can be compared to telling the students in the face2face classroom between writing a note to their mom and writing a letter to the school director. It’s a different world. Depending on the tools that you want to use online that again will change the register that you use. So all that has to be made very clear to the learners from the beginning. The purpose, where we intend to end up at the end of the day” 
“You have to make sure that you take the culture of your learners with you. In a face2face classroom these young people would know how to behave – they know what to expect, because they’ve done this all their lives. “
School cultures 
“Well, it really depends because some students have to have something that is quite close to what they learn at school. In France they have quite a lot of homework when they come back from school. So we try to do something that is parallel to their school work. With some people I actually use their school book, and we do exercises, and with other people they can learn anything, and so I create lessons myself, ‘catered’ to them individually.”
PAGE  
1

