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Lancelot Project Report 

Analysis of qualitative interviews with Action Research Trainees

The Danish University of Education, February 2007

Aim: 

Interviews with trainees were conducted after the Action Research period (November-December 2006), when LBs 1-4 were tested on trainees.

The aim of the interviews was to understand how teachers learn to teach and to relate to the online environment through the specific context of the Lancelot live online course.  The focus of the interviews was on the one hand the ability of the course to support this learning process and on the other hand the correction and adjustment of the syllabus for the spring pilot testing phase (beginning March 2007).

Research Design

The design of the interview guide focused on the following topics that were discussed by the project participants at the interim meeting in October 2006:

BEFORE: teachers’ backgrounds and qualifications 

NOW: teachers’ description of what they have encountered and experienced in Lancelot 

AFTER: teachers’ views on what they might have learned from the course
The research question guiding the interviews was therefore: How do the activities and the context of the course enhance and contribute to participants’ experience of being able to teach languages online now and in the future?

Background and methodology

All participants in the Action Research were requested to do an interview for the assessment and evaluation of the AR. However, of 9 participants only 3 consented to participate in the interview. 
Interviewees were experienced language teachers and computer users. One of the interviewees was a native English speaker. The interviewees share a busy lifestyle where courses are added on to other activities in their everyday life.

The interviewees describe their teaching experience, education and IT literacy as follows:

	Trainee 1
	Graduated in Latin and Ancient Greek. Ankara University TOMER (Language Teaching Center) Turkish lecturer to foreigners from 1992.  1998 master's degree in teaching Turkish. Has lived in Croatia and Hungary for longer periods. 

Has taught Turkish for almost 14 years. Her pupils in those years were almost from all countries in the world, from all levels, generally adults but between the age of 12-70. She generally teaches everyday language and business language. Recently she has trained teachers. 

 

Internet access: pretty fast ADSL. 

Average IT user,  has been using computer and internet since ’92 or ’90. Word and some other office programs. Does not feel insecure, except with PowerPoint. E-mail correspondence with language students. No experience with synchronous environments. 

Masters everyday English well.

	Trainee 2
	Works at a language school in Turkey teaching Turkish students English. 

Language and literature graduate who jumped into teaching five years ago without any pedagogy or methodology education.  Self-study, in-house training and seminars. Has been teaching as a facilitator for about two years – organizing, guiding with student oriented activities in face-to-face classes. 

No synchronous online teaching experience but is used to chatting with language students. 

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Did part of the course from the language school at an internet café, as she didn’t have internet access until one day before the interview. Considers herself a fast learner of technology and as an average IT user.

Masters English at a high level.



	Trainee 3
	Teaching diploma in the 80s but is always looking for ways of updating and improving it. Native English  speaker teaching English to foreigners.

 

Did an online teacher training certificate in 1997 with the English tax and police authorities, to train online trainers – it ran over 6-7 months

Has seen video conferencing, but hadn’t tried it before the AR-course.

Is familiar with collaborative learning as expressed the Scandinavian studiekreds concept.

Has used IT and computers since 1997, and does not feel insecure. “If there is something I do not know, I just find out” – uses the internet, finds tutorials and discussion fora.




The interviews were conducted through Skype and recorded for transcription and analysis. 

Analysis

The interviews reflected the explorative and experimental context of the initial phase of the course. Generally, interviewees focused on the problems and flaws of the course, and specifically on their experience of being isolated, insufficiently competent or unable to do the work assigned to them. One interviewee was generally satisfied with the content and form of the course, however, all interviewees expressed their frustration at being insufficiently informed or supported in the unfamiliar environment of the online course. These frustrations were associated with a number of issues, for instance, the structure and focus of the course, the use of the Inlearn, the role of the trainer, and the online environment as a social context for learning. The following will give examples of how interviewees described the course as a response to questions related to their experience of being able to teach languages online now and in the future.

The structure and focus of the course:

Interviewees generally experienced that the course was very demanding and that the focus was on background reading and instruction, rather than on participation and practice. Several of the interviewees claimed that the focus of the course had been on “reading, reading and reading” and that the reading was not enhanced by discussions on a peer-to-peer or teacher initiated basis, neither was reading balanced by practice – i.e. the focus was on ‘knowing’ rather than ‘doing’. “If I am a trainee, I have to train” as one interviewee put it. Another said that “Maybe in the beginning and at the basic level we should be given the theory of it, but there should be more practice obviously, we can say”. Even when the focus of the lesson was tool-based practice, there was not enough time to practice during the lesson – or opportunity to practice between lessons, according to interviewees. One interviewee had asked for a recording of a specific lesson to help her practice as well as access the virtual environments, but her request had not been answered.

The Inlearn:

Interviewees generally describe the Inlearn as confusing, difficult to understand and navigate as well as “not organised”. All interviewees said that they had had problems with the Inlearn, and two interviewees stated that it had taken them up to four weeks to understand how the Inlearn worked. One interviewee, the one generally most positive about the course, stated about the Inlearn that 
“it is highlighted…click on this click on that…but it doesn’t always go back to where you were and then when I read the text and follow the link and then find myself somewhere unexpected and I don’t come back to where I were, I find myself a little bit lost…and sometimes it doesn’t seem to flow properly”. 
Another interviewee stated about the Inlearn that 
“It was not easy because I always thought that you know it was not step-by-step, I was thinking always like that.  Because you know for me, teaching is to give the first step, and then the second, and then the third, but I always thought like I’m am now on the third step but I have no idea about the first and second.  …so it was not easy, it was difficult for me.”  

In addition to this, texts in the Inlearn were generally found by interviewees to be too difficult, for instance one interviewee, who had been using English for almost 20 years, said that “if you think about an English teacher who has studied only for ten years in English and trying to teach it that would be a problem”. Another claimed that 
“Actually I was reading a lot in English before, but this one was so maybe specific, and for example, I spent at least half an hour to understand a page from the Lancelot.  So, sentences are so long, and they were not so open to me, so I had to lose, for me it was kind of losing time, because I am so busy with a lot of things, so it was kind of,  I told you before as well, it was a torture for me to try to read and to try to do whatever they ask”. 
Also, there was 
“ too much to read and it was difficult to understand those texts, and maybe…it is my fault because my language, English, is not good enough, but also, I could say, yeah….also the programme was not ready”. 
As a consequence of the difficulty involved in using and understanding the Inlearn all interviewees stated that they felt they had insufficient competencies in English or computer literacy to follow the course, had not been able to study enough or even that they should probably not have joined the course as it was not targeted at people with their particular experience and/or interests. This should be seen in the context of all interviewees being competent and experienced language teachers, English speakers and computer users – though not native speakers of English, except for one. All in all, the design, structure and content of the Inlearn generally discouraged trainees from feeling confident with their previous experiences with English, teaching and using computers, as well as with the effort they invested in the course. As pointed out by one interviewee “most of the time, I felt myself inefficient and not enough” and another said that “as I am not on the same level as the people who have written the course and work as university teachers…I feel outside. I feel isolated”. 

The role of the trainer: 

Interviewees generally reflected on the role of the teacher as being a guide or a facilitator rather than an instructor. One interviewee for instance pointed out that “This is more enjoyable just because you see you are not so actually… ok you’re active, but you need some more active people around you… you need to be more like a guide”. This reflection is connected with the role of the learners who are 
“not students anymore, they are more active participants.  You need to join something; you can’t just watch and listen to a person in front of you, your partner, teacher, whatever. You need to be joining in the session more actively, so this should be involving actually.  These sessions should be involving”. 
These reflections are directly related to the methodology strand of the course and/or to experiences the trainees have had in their own teaching in face-to-face environments.

However, whereas interviewees were generally aware of the changing roles of teachers and learners online, they also claimed that trainers in the Lancelot course did not always support the participation of the learners in the course. Generally, the trainees did not feel that their participation was ensured with regard to practice (as described above) or their involvement in peer-to-peer activities. In addition to this, several interviewees stated that they missed the support of the trainer with regard to explaining the framework of the course itself as well as the role of the Inlearn. Some interviewees felt that trainers were not acting as facilitators, but were rather not being attentive to the needs of the trainees.  One interviewee for instance stated that 
“we are expecting to learn more from these trainers, they are our guides in this way, just because we have taught in an environment like that, they are models, they are modelling us about this, so they should be modelling in a proper way, in the basic way.  I’m imitating for example what I see, first step.  Just like in language learning, teachers are language models for the students, how they use the language, how they behave, how they use the body, etc.  when they use the language, etc.  The trainers are models for us as trainees, so we are going to imitate them at the basic step, and then we are going to have our own styles, just like in the language learning process”. 

Whereas the role of the trainer may be less authoritative and ’frontal’ in the online environment, the trainer should still be a guide, acting as a model for the students, this trainee claims. “Guidance is a key word” as another trainee argues. One trainee expresses this from another angle, as she reflects on the different ways of producing awareness in the face-to-face vs. the virtual environment: “I was thinking how to do it on internet, how to do it over this synchronized session, how they will hear me, how they will see me”. Another interviewee feels that “trainers were not intercultural”, as some trainers did not understand the implications of cultural differences for instance in relation to how problems are solved. Trainers were sometimes understood to be unwilling to give information or access to for instance recordings, which underlined the feeling that some trainees had of being “isolated” (as quoted above). 

The online environment as a social context for learning. 

When asked about their expectations prior to participating in the course, the trainees expressed an expectation about more online cooperation and online discussions. They stated that being able to prepare presentations together with peers in the online environments would be of great value. “This could be, if you’re supposed to study ten hours weekly, add two hours online … this could have been four or five hours online session”, and they suggest to take the time from the self study and reading, to make space for social interaction.  They also stress that the social context and community building suffered from difficulties with finding peers. One lost her peers as they just disappeared from the course; others found that the time difference made it impossible to cooperate with peers. One had to go to an internet café to work with peers and one experienced that her peer had technical problems. Only one person tried to use the threaded discussion fora in Inlearn, but ended up feeling isolated as she didn’t like to discuss the course with the course developers. The trainees suggested that there should be more awareness among trainers to support community building. Offering discussion fora is not enough. 

The trainees also reflect on the virtual environments and their support of social awareness and learning. They find Breeze much more comfortable than WebTrain and state that the difference in structure, interface- and interaction design affect both the feeling of awareness and trust, and the quality of learning though participation. They use concepts like “nice” and “gentle” to describe Breeze vs. WebTrain. They mention the feeling of having eye contact in Breeze, and one trainee reflected on how Breeze actually substitutes the physical markers from the face-to-face teaching in the classroom which are not present in virtual environments: 
“I can see even the arrows of the participants.  Even the arrows where they are moving on the screen, this is something that we should be using in our classes to be aware of where the student is, this is more familiar when observing the students’ eyes, where they are looking, whether you’re teaching them, when you giving them, when you’re addressing them”. 
They feel that it is difficult to interact in WebTrain, and that the difficulties take the focus from learning and participating. As one trainee puts it, 
“first of all you need to give loads of information, not loads, but some information beforehand just to press the yes button, you can hold up your hand by pushing that button, etc.  It needs prep-teaching sessions also.  But Breeze doesn’t need that one I guess.  I think that is clearer.”

These reflections demonstrate that the trainees are fully aware of the importance of participating in the learning process and the impact – positive vs. negative – that the features in the virtual environment have on the learning process and the creation of a shared community.

What did they learn?
The interviewees all agreed that they did learn something – sometimes quite a lot. One said that she was beginning to visualize online synchronous teaching practice and how to involve students. As one put it ” Everything is new for me, so I am going to use all the things that I have learned as a new piece of information ”. One trainee explained how she now used the hexagon model in her face-to-face teaching. She found the model difficult but saw it as a useful tool in general. Even though they found the online sessions too trainer led, they could visualize the potential in a collaborative and communicative pedagogy with practice as the centre of the synchronous activities, they felt able to design and conduct simple activities in Breeze, e.g. exploring the interactive whiteboard. They also agreed on ice-breaker activities as an important pedagogic tool. In addition to this they had become very aware of the importance of knowing participants’ preconditions in terms of geographical time difference, English language skills, educational background, IT literacy and access to online facilities.
Conclusions
The interviews aimed at answering the question of how the activities and the context of the course contributed to the participants’ experience of being able to teach languages online now and in the future. In this connection the interviews reflected the explorative and experimental context of the initial phase of the course. Interviewees generally focused on the problems and flaws of the course, and specifically on their experience of being isolated, insufficiently competent or unable to do the work assigned to them. These problems were associated with the use of the Inlearn, the nature and amount of reading to be done in the course, as well as the lack of practice and practical assignments in the course. Because of these difficulties interviewees – who were all qualified and experienced teachers interested in the potentials of online learning – felt that they were insufficiently qualified for the course. In short, their confidence in themselves and their prior experiences and training was affected by the lack of support and information in the course, as well as the reading requirements and navigation problems in the Inlearn. 
On the positive side, the experience inspired the interviewees to reflect on which kind of course and virtual environment they would prefer.  Their suggestions are listed in the table below

Suggestions from trainees about design of a train-the-trainer-course

	More online time rather than off-line time reading

	Trainers on the course must focus on community building, peer-to-peer activities and learning-by-doing activities

	Space for consulting trainers during the course, between online sessions

	Students’ access to the virtual environments between online sessions

	Interaction design and information architecture in the LMS (Inlearn) should be intuitive to navigate

	Virtual synchronous environment should support awareness and participation (Breeze)

	Basic information about expectations and assessment should be given beforehand


Finally the interviewees agreed that they would bring into their own future language teaching:

· Ice-breaker activities 

· Collaborative and communicative interaction round the whiteboard and other online tools 

· Training of conversation- and listening-competencies in the synchronous environment

· ICC as an important topic when groups of trainees are multicultural 

· Take away a lot of the reading and do a lot of practice, feed-back and discussion instead

Interview guide
Mnemonic comments to the interviewer are written in italics.

	BEFORE

We begin with talking about the time prior to your participation in the test-course. 

Focus: The interviewee’s prior experience. 

· Have you ever participated in any kind of online communication, education or collaboration, involving the use of computers and/or internet?

If yes:  

· Which context: Job, education, spare time? 

· What was it about?

· Please describe the most complex scenario you have tried: 

· How many participants? 
· How did you organize? 
· For how long a period of time? 

· Did participants belong to same target group 

· Comment: if the interviewee has tried education but chooses to describe work or leisure time activities as the most complex experience, we ask specificly into educational experiences
Please describe the education or course you have tried in the same way as you did just before: Topic, form, level, communication platform, pedagogic organisation, number of participants etc.

If no: continue

· When you agreed to participate in this test-course, what did you then expect the course and your participation to be like?

· E.g.:

· Did you imagine anything about being in the environment? (Online course – real time video meeting) 

· Did you imagine anything about being a learner in this environment?

· Did you think about which skills you might need to participate?

· Did you expect areas where you would need help?

· Which competencies did you expect to acquire during the test-course?

AFTER

· Please tell us about how you experienced being in the course (your own narrative as you would tell it to a friend) 

· Let’s talk about the organisation and the content of the test-course. How did you think the three different pedagogic forms worked in practice? 

· Trainer lead

· Self-study

· Peer-to-peer

· How did the pedagogic forms work as an integrated whole?

· Do you think the test-course-design has supported you in acquiring the expected competencies?

· Do you think the test-course-design has supported you in developing your skills as an real-time online language teacher?

· Now that you have told us about your prior expectations and how you experienced the test-course, then - did you get any surprises? 
· How did you overcome obstacles and challenges? 

FUTURE

· Do you feel able to act as language teacher in a real-time online environment? 

· Which elements from the test-course do you imagine to use/not use in the future?

· How do you imagine using elements in your own future practice?

· How would you design and plan a language course (language pedagogy) to secure that your learners acquire language skills?

· How do you see the teacher’s role in relation to the learners’ roles? 

· What will you do now, in order to start teaching online?

Supplementary questions on technological issues

BEFORE

· Please describe your ICT skills before the test-course (novice – expert) 

· List the IT - tools you have tried and/or use 

AFTER

· What do you think about the technical environment for the test-course?

· Were your own skills sufficient or not?

· Was the support on the course satisfying or not?

· Why do you think it 

· Worked well?

· created problems?

FUTURE

· Which kind of technological platform(s) do you imagine to use
· How would you go about acquiring the necessary skills
· How do you imagine going about making your learners confident with the technological platform you choose?



