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ENHANCING CRITICAL THINKING IN LANGUAGE LEARNING THROUGH COMPUTER-MEDIATED COLLABORATIVE LEARNING: SOME PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

Janpha Thadphoothon and Jeremy Jones

ABSTRACT

        This paper presents some preliminary findings of an online collaborative research project entitled “Enhancing Critical Thinking in Language Learning through Computer- Mediated Collaborative Learning.”  As the title suggests, its aim is to enhance learners’ critical thinking in their learning of a language, in this case English. It does so by encouraging their use of English to deal appropriately with real life issues. The study involves three institutions in two countries: Thailand and Australia. Participants consist of students, teachers, volunteers, and the researcher, as members of an online learning community called the Bamboo Enterprise (BE). The learning community, under the common theme of the environment, created through Yahoo Group, has features and functions that enable its members to work together and learn from each other. More capable members assist the less capable ones, and resources are shared. This study takes CMCL in its broader sense, entailing both online and face-to-face interactions. Critical thinking in language learning, one of the key concepts of the study, has two notions: self-reflecting about language learning (Oxford, 1990; Dearn, 2003) and active, persistent, and careful reasoning (Dewey, 1933; Ennis, 1962; 1987). Of the two main approaches to critical thinking, direct teaching and indirect teaching, this study has implemented the latter. Findings are based on four sources of data: notes from the teachers as research collaborators, self-report from student participants, data from interviews and from online projects. Some preliminary findings suggest that, despite its complexity, this CMCL has potential to enhance learners’ critical thinking. An account of difficulties during the implementation of the project is also presented
1: Introduction

Throughout the history of mankind, humans are tool users who have altered nature to enhance their performance, including their thinking abilities e.g. writing. In this digital age, despite the new means, many aims of education remain unchanged, and one of which is thinking ability. However, the ability to use language to think critically remains highly valued in all fields of study. Societies, especially in the West, among other things, would like their educational institutions to produce individuals who have critical thinking skills and dispositions. In fact this ability has been regarded highly as an aim of education (Dewey, 1933). In fact, a concern with critical thinking in its broad sense is not new. According to Burbules and Berk (1999), critical thinking “ is woven throughout the Western tradition of education, from the Greeks to the Scholastics to the present day.” Socrates (470-399 BC) used his method of reflective questioning to probe into a person’s thinking. The benevolence of good thinking has also been valued in the East
. The Buddha, some 2500 years ago, suggested the four-noble truth, as a means to seek freedom in life.

In his book, How We Think, John Dewey (1933) wrote that learners should be reflective about their learning and thinking and, like some philosophers, proposed that ‘reflective thinking’ be an educational aim. John Passmore (1967), Israel Scheffler (1973), Robert Ennis (1962; 1987), Richard Paul and Linda Elder (2003), Harvey Siegel (1988; 1990), Matthew Lipman (2003), and John McPeck (1981), and other progressive educationists are examples of scholars associated with this reflective tradition of training in thinking. McPeck (1981), for example, concludes that education requires critical thinking. Within this reflective tradition, educational institutions should not primarily provide students with facts and certain systems of knowing or meanings, but they should equip them with skills and knowledge so that they are capable of making their own decisions and become independent learners. Most educationists would agree that there is more than one system of meaning and many ways to teach learners to think and reason well. Although powerfully advocated by the scholars cited above, among many such voices, critical thinking still does not seem to have an explicitly stake’s role in education. This project seeks to place critical thinking in a role of a critical agent in one area of education, language learning.

2: Background

The main aim in ELT is to make students successful in their communication in the target language. Unlike the past, today most language educationists would agree that the focus on language usage alone is inadequate for a world where English is becoming a universal language. Pattern drilling and grammar practice and translating are not sufficient from successful communication. The current trend is more communicative, and in language education it is known as the communicative approach to language teaching. This movement focuses more on language in use rather than the mere forms of language. 

In the field of language studies, proponents of critical theory under the term critical discourse analysis, would like learners, both teachers and students, rather than being passive learners or passive consumers of data, to be more active and critical when they make sense of the text or discourse (e.g. Pennycook, 1997). Even though different approaches to critical thinking have been widely discussed and implemented in general education, especially in first language setting (L1), only became part of the ELT discourse during the last decade of the 20th century (Atkinson, 1997; Thompson, 2002; Day, 2003).

So what is critical thinking? Though many definitions have been proposed, what has been called critical thinking is not entirely new. According to Lipman (2003), humanity’ s efforts to improve its quality of thinking are “probably coextensive with human history itself”(p. 206). Critical thinkers usually do not take things for granted. They are willing to do ‘a little’ more thinking. They base their decisions on objective criteria and recognize their bias and prejudice. They often rely on scientific inquiry, another form critical thinking. 

Though there are numerous ways of talking about critical thinking and many definitions have been proposed, they share three main commonalities. Firstly, many definitions focus on human cognitive ability, i.e. the ability to make sense of the data or information and appropriately use reasons. Secondly, most of them prefer individuals to be active rather than passive thinkers when it comes to inquiries, in other words, the dispositional aspect of critical thinking. Thirdly, in terms of education, most agree that this kind of thinking can be enhanced through formal as well as informal learning. Finally, every definition heavily relies on language, verbal and non-verbal, as the main evidence.  It is also worth noting here, as pointed out by Ripley (2002), critical thinking can be viewed from various perspectives, from a narrower, e.g. TQM, to broader perspective, e.g. critical pedagogy, which views critical thinking as a cultural practice.

2.1 Critical Thinking and Critical Thinking in Language Learning

This research bears in mind that the issues related to anything about thinking in general or critical thinking in particular are controversial. How indeed can we answer the question, ‘What makes one think?’ Nevertheless, this section tries to convey what critical thinking in language learning might mean. Then it will discuss why critical thinking matters in language learning, and demonstrates that as English is regarded by more and more people as an international language, there is a stronger need for its users and learners to be critical in their learning and using of the language. Finally, it will explain why computer-mediated collaborative learning has the potential to enhance critical thinking in language learning.

What is Critical Thinking in Language Learning?

In this research, critical thinking in language learning has two components: thinking critically about language learning and using language for reasoning. First, it requires that learners think critically, or be reflective about their own language learning, i.e. using strategies, attitudes towards language learning as well as their perception of their own ability. Secondly, critical learners need to use appropriate language to reason, and when they reason, they need to do so appropriately. Since it is unlikely that we will be able to directly observe what is going on in people’s heads in the near future, all we can do at the present is to infer how and what people think from the language they have produced. Research in the field of language learning has reported that competent language users are effective communicators, and that is that they have the ability to organize sentences or texts as well as use them for communication effectively (Bachman and Palmer, 2000). Critical thinkers are individuals who can sort “sense from nonsense” (Johnson and Johnson, 1994, p. 57). When language learners ask appropriate questions, build connections among ideas, they are thinking critically. Such learners are also creative and open to new experiences.

A Performer’s Model of Critical Thinking in Language Learning











According to the proposed model, critical thinking in language learning consists of two essential elements, namely, reasoning and self-reflecting. Critical thinkers use reasons to serve their purposes or preferences. For example a religious person and an atheist use reasons to argue against one another.  It is worth noting here that many people think well without any formal instructions.  In fact, we all think and use language to mean. However critical thinkers apply a particular quality of thought. Although reasoning is drawn from other sources, it has specific applications in ELT, e.g., knowing how to adapt L1 culture and knowledge to a target language situation.

By being self-reflective, this research embraces what Oxford (1990) calls learning strategies and what Dearn (2003) refers to as reflective learning. Dearn (2003), through his short article, urges students to be more reflective. For him, it is very difficult for the students to be reflective by themselves, so educators must design a course in ways that will make them think harder about their learning. Reflective elements have to be integrated into the existing course. To be constructively reflective, learners should be reflective about their own performance, the learning experience received (normally through the teaching of the teacher), and their ways of learning styles (how they learn or their learning strategies).  

As directly observing how and what people think is not yet possible, researchers have to rely on overt behavior, i.e. behaving and talking (Smith, 1992), and that is their communication through the use of language, and in this case English as a foreign/second language. This study posits that, as far as language use is concerned, appropriateness lies at the heart of communication. Learners think critically when they are being reflective about their language learning and can appropriately use English for communication. The language they use needs to be appropriate to the audience and they have to take into account the conventions. In addition, they need to consider their preferences and intentions, and recognize their limitations, i.e. their proficiency. Critical language users rely on a variety of means to get their messages across. They gesture as well as utter the words. They improvise things to serve their intentions. They are active, and they can be passive when they need to be. If a learner does not behave in a certain manner or communicate using certain words, it may not be that they are incapable of performing them. It may be that they prefer not to. It is not easy to infer critical thinking behavior from its performer’s motives.

As illustrated, we can determine learner’s self-reflection and reason through their behavior, i.e. through language. Appropriate communication, be it reading, writing, speaking or listening, means that they take into account the audiences and the conventions, and cook them well within their own kitchen of the mind. This model is in line with one of the main foci of many communicative approaches in language teaching, that is, the emphasis on appropriateness. Johnson and Johnson (1998) explain this focus as follows:

“ Language use reflects the situations of its use and must be appropriate to that situation depending on the setting, the roles of the participants, and the purpose of the communication.”   

Hymes (1974) proposes a concept of socio-linguistic competence as another component within the communicative competence. He suggests that an effective language learner needs both grammatical competence and socio-linguistic competence, that is, the learner needs to know a system of its usage and use. A critical language learner needs to be aware of the language as it is used within its speech community.  Hymes explains how a child might acquire the communicative competence:

“ Within the social matrix in which it acquires a system of grammar a child acquires also a system of its use, regarding persons, places, purposes, and other modes of communication, etc. --- all the components of communicative events, together with attitudes and beliefs regarding them” (p. 75).

In order to communicate successfully, a person needs to take into consideration the communication context. Littlewood (1981) talks about two types of communicative activity: functional and social interaction activities. He suggests that language educators should devise communicative activities that will enable learners (1) to use the language they know in order to get meanings across as effectively as possible and (2) to use it appropriately to the social setting he or she is in.

The learner needs good thinking and careful self-reflecting. In should be noted here that one of the most influential scholars in critical thinking, Siegel (1990), albeit at a deeper level of discourse, also defines a critical thinker as an individual who is “appropriately moved by reasons”. The fact that the notion of appropriateness appears in both literatures may validate the significance of this construct.  

Appropriate use of language for communication, however broad it can be, is situated next to self-reflection and reason. Critical thinking is a form of reasoning. Reasons suggest an awareness of cultural differences. The two concepts capture the essence of critical thinking in language learning. What about grammar? You may ask about the linguistic aspects of communicative competence. The simple answer would be that it is embedded into appropriateness. A learner may use English in a grammatically correct way, but his or her communication may fail if the language the use is inappropriate. Being appropriate in this sense also entails being grammatically correct. However, the term ‘correct’ needs to be elaborated. What people considered ‘correct’ yesterday may not be so in today’s contexts. It must be emphasized here that the correlation between language in its narrow sense and thought may not be significant. Banesh Hoffman (1967, quoted in Holton, 1995) gave an account of how Einstein did his thinking when he and his colleague asked for help: 

“ We would all pause and Einstein would stand up quietly and say in his quaint English, ‘I will a little  think (emphasis added).’ So saying, he would pace up and down and walk around in circles, all the time twirling a lock of his long grey hair around hid forefinger.”   

Had he said such a sentence in an ESL classroom, a teacher would have corrected his English and suggested better grammatically correct ones such as ‘I will think a little bit about it’ or ‘I will do a little thinking.’ From Einstein’s example, we should realize that quality of thinking is not always available in words.  One of the most important characteristics of English is its intonation. When it comes to understanding, using appropriate intonation can help a great deal when mistakes in other aspects of the language occur. Using inappropriate intonation, however, even when there are no grammatical mistakes, may make understanding difficult. 

Open Your Mind: How English becomes a Global Language as a Metaphor for a Critical Thinker

Life itself is organic and flexible. The dinosaurs were extinct because they were not able to adapt to the new environment. A living language changes and adjusts itself to new reality. English is changing and is becoming an international language, a global means for people from different parts of the world to ‘talk together,’ In this section, English is being personified as a person who is open-mended, a dispensable quality of a critical thinker.

How English has attained its global status is in itself a remarkable story. It may offer us some valuable lessons in terms of thinking: Open and Flexible. Scolded by many critics as the remains of colonization, mocked by its rivals as a language of mass destruction, the language that has lost its purity, etc., English prevails and moving on. To be open like English means to be open to criticism and open for changes. It should be noted here that the fact that English is becoming a global language has received a great amount of criticism. The effects of English are much talk-about subjects. No other languages in the history of mankind have received this scale of attention.

Widdowson (quoted in McKay, 2002) explains the logic behind this internationalization of English as follows:

“ As soon as you accept that English serves the communicative and communal needs of different communities, it follows logically that it must be diverse. An international language has to be an independent language. It does not follow logically, however, that the language will disperse into mutually unintelligible varieties. For it will naturally stabilize into standard form to the extent required to meet the needs of the communities concerned. Thus it is clearly vital to the interests of the international community … that they should preserve a common standard of English in order to keep up standards of communicative effectiveness” (p. 53).  

However, if his statement is interpreted correctly, Widdowson does not seem to reject that there may be many norms and they are evolving all the time. So the key is its flexibility. As English has become a global language, its users need to become more open-minded. In this respect, the success of English can be invoked as a good example or metaphor. A learner of English needs to be open and flexible. This research would like to use the success of English as a ‘metaphor’ for a critical thinker, a possible way to become a critical thinker. As Carl Sagan has put it, “The creation of the Ionian [2500 years ago off the coast of Turkey] derived from the freedom of inquire, the conflict of different perspective, and the importation of writing as a tool of thinking” (quoted in Bielaczyc and Collins, 2002). With tools, freedom of expression, and different perspectives, the conditions are there for them to learn. The ancient Ionians were open to new experiences.

In sum, from the language learning perspective, a critical thinker is a person who has both communication skills and dispositions, someone who can use language to communicate his or her ideas and feelings appropriately and is moved appropriately by good reasons. The person who is moved appropriately by reasons is someone who is open to new experiences, values different perspectives, and loves freedom of thought. Critical thinking in language learning, therefore, should be functioned within a more communicative paradigm of language learning and teaching. One of the communicative approaches to language teaching is cooperative/collaborative (CL) learning. The next part explains briefly why CL is an appropriate means to enrich communication, a viable and desirable platform to enhance critical thinking.

2.2. CL as a Communicative Approach to Language Teaching

All else being equal, quantitatively, CL in general allows learners to have access to more sense data, which is pivotal for effective language learning (Brown and Rodgers, 2002). Long (1997) has discussed one of the weaknesses of teacher-fronted, lock-step instruction, “whereby the teacher presents and practises the same material in the same way to and with all the learners simultaneously”. He suggests the use of group work as an alternative. Learning together with peers and others allows learners to have access to more sense data or stimuli --- anything that is able to cause response in us as human beings. Meaningful interaction is a crucial factor in language learning. 

In communicative methodology, increasing emphasis is placed on language learning tasks which involve pair work and group work (Brown and Rogers, 2002). Communication basically is interaction. Collaboration or working together, in principle, creates more sense data, and many of such data are inputs for learners. According to Krashen’s input hypothesis, the more comprehensible input, the better.   Hence, the more students interact with each other, the better for language learning. Cooperative learning has bee used as a method to increase learners’ interaction. 

2.3. CMCL and Critical Thinking in Language Learning

Long before the introduction of computers in education, cooperative learning activities were used as the environment for developing learners’ critical thinking. Research in general education has reported that cooperative learning, among other things, fosters learners’ thinking skills (e.g. Johnson and Johnson, 1994). In the ELT context, CL has been used to enhance learners’ critical thinking. Sharan and his collaborators (Sharan, Bejarano, Kussell, and Peleg, 1984), for example, report two studies conducted in Israel to assess the effects of cooperative learning methods on the academic achievement of students in the study of English as a foreign language and literature. The results show that the group investigation method of cooperative learning (see pages 4-5 for detailed description) promotes higher-level conceptual learning in literature. Contrary to their initial expectation, the method also promotes achievement in the study of English as a foreign language.

As in other professions, more EFL/ESL teachers are using computers to enhance their work performance. Among its many benefits, the net connects people and offers open space for global communication, an ideal means for distance education. Many of its features and functions are conducive to collaborative language learning: text-based, distributed via hypermedia links, many-to-many communication, long distant, and time and place independent  (Warschauer, 1997). Such a cooperative or collaborative movement, however, does not come as a surprise, for the Internet originated from the need of people to communicate with one another, albeit under certain circumstances. Communication technologies, for example, mobile phones or the net bring people together. Bill Gates (1996), for example, states that technology can be used to “humanize the educational environment” (p. 215). IT as an integral part of learning will not isolate students, but will enhance cooperative learning. He writes, “One of the most important educational experiences is collaboration, and in some of the world’s most creative classrooms, computers and communications networks are facilitating collaboration already” (Ibid.).

The marriage between computer and collaborative learning has resulted in a new paradigm of learning: computer-supported collaborative learning (Koschmann, 1996). In the language learning and teaching context, Warschauer (1997) has coined the term computer-mediated collaborative learning (CMCL) to represent such a combination of computing and language education. This trend is growing fast in popularity and applications in every corner of the globe.

It is worth noting here again that CL is an approach with the communicative movement in language education. In recent years, research has attempted to show how the potential of the computer may be maximized to enhance language learning. The Internet has the potential to empower students when it is used appropriately (Warschauer, Turbee, and Robert, 1996). This approach attempts to move away from conventional instructional approaches, in which the teacher does most of the talking and the students listen passively and follow instructions, to a learning environment that provides complex challenges through the integration of authentic learning tasks and cooperative learning (Warschauer, 1997; Cuttance, 2001).

The Internet can be viewed metaphorically as the global market full of communicative activities, full of people of different purposes, background, and [states of mental health]. It is the place where people with different backgrounds use English to communicate and engage in many meaningful activities, for example, buying, bargaining, negotiating, and of course, talking to each other. In short, it is the place of work and play, the place for communication, the place for competition; it is also the place where people may collaboration.

The integration of the Internet with existing classes has been reported to have positive effects on students’ autonomy in terms of their perceived locus of control. 

Warschauer (1996) compared two modes of communication: face-to-face and electronic communication in the second language classroom. His findings showed a tendency toward greater participation in the computer mode. This finding is consistent with some earlier studies (Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995).  The study also revealed that students used language which is lexically and syntactically more formal and complex in electronic discussion than they did in face-to-face discussion.

Indeed, many salient features of the Internet, e.g. long distance and many-to-many, online bulletin boards, have resulted in numerous collaborative research projects in ESL/EFL contexts. One area of research investigates email exchanges. For example, Liaw and Johnson’s (2001, quoted in Johnstone, 2001) study shows how learners’ awareness of cultural difference was raised trough intercultural e-mail contact. The email exchange project reported by Fedderholdt (2001), involving Danish-Japanese students, resulted in participants becoming more confident in English, the language of the exchange.  

2.4. The Bamboo Enterprise

The Bamboo Enterprise has been created expressly in order to observe and evaluate an environment in which critical thinking among language learners can flourish.

All the elements of CT, as identified in the foregoing discussion, are expected to appear: (1) learners reflect about their performance, their learning strategies and styles, and the context of their learning, and (2) learners use a language to communicate their ideas and feelings appropriately. The interactions of the online learning community should show potential evidence of these elements and of the online community in the sense in which it facilitates their development.

On the Internet, the Bamboo enterprise is an online community. Each group consists of two or more participants. The Bamboo Enterprise functions like the headquarters or the hub of the community. Even though the community is open to the public, the researcher acts as the moderator. Essentially, the researcher takes the following roles:

-
coordinating with the collaborators

-
giving advice to individual learners when they have problems concerning their projects, including giving them instructions of how to use the Internet 

-
providing technical support for the community as the whole  

-
moderate the community

Each project will have a helper in place. The helper can be a collaborator, an English teacher or a volunteer deemed appropriate. The helper assists his or her group through a variety of channels: via the Internet, face-to-face, or the mixed mode. In the Bamboo Enterprise, there will be a variety of Internet-based projects available for every volunteer to participate in. With some help from the support system, learners should be able to initiate and carry out their own projects in an autonomous manner. Those projects are nothing but some suggestions, and they are not to be imposed on learners.  Should they prefer, learners have choices to collaboratively create their own projects. One of the hallmarks of this model is that the learners, if they prefer, are allowed to work on their own. Considering the learning context created, it is likely that learners will want to take part in the group interaction. 

Support refers to all possible means and resources the learners can maximize to solve the problems that may arise when they engage in collaborative activities of the projects. They can seek help from many sources, not only from the provided information or links to other websites, but also from fellow group members, the researcher, their own teachers, and other volunteers. What is available online is just one aspect of the support system.

3: Aim and Objectives of the Study

The aim of the research is to develop and evaluate a learning environment using computer-mediated collaborative learning (CMCL) which (a) fosters critical thinking in language learning, and (b) enables communicative language learning.

The research questions are:

1. To what extent does the environment promote language learning?

2. To what extent does the environment enhance critical thinking in language learning? What part does CT play in their learning?

3. What are the implications of this type of CMCL for language learning and teaching generally?

4. Method

This study uses collaborative action research to do case studies. It consists of five case studies. Case studies are used, despite their limited external validity (Yin, 1984), for the following reasons. Firstly, the intention of the research is to understand particular aspects of practice, not intended to be widely generalizable (Merriam, 1988). Secondly, according to Nunan (1986), case studies are suitable for an action-based research, which is in line with this research. Collaborative action research can be conceptualized as a subset of an action-based research. As it is a group of case studies, the findings can give the reader a wider perspective. Put together, they can form a canvas representing the complexity of its theory and practice.  All studies did not start at the same time. Some overlapped. The research started in July 2003 and ended in February 2004.

Participants

This research involves different groups of participants. As well as the researcher, participants include teachers, high school students, university level students, informal students, and volunteers, all of whom belong to an online community, BE. Three institutions are involved: (1) The School of Languages and International Education, (through ELICOS students)
, (2) the Language Institute of Dhurakijpundit University (Bangkok, Thailand), and (3) Yothinburana School in Bangkok, Thailand.

Procedure

This research is guided by a set of sequential activities.



        




Each case, even though varied in terms of details, follows the above sequences. In general, each research participant was invited to join the study. He or she did so using his or her Yahoo email account. Upon joining, each participant was asked to read the information about the research project. After that, the participant was asked to sign a consent form.

The participants were informed that BE would like its members to collaboratively engage in online activities with the environment as the common theme. They would, with some guidance and support from the researcher, volunteers, and their teachers, be encouraged to come up with their own initiatives. Some guidelines may be provided. In addition, they were also informed that they are expected to work collaboratively with other students, and there would be other participants who would ask or join or visit their projects. ELICOS students at UC, for example, were told that other participants e.g. the volunteers or their own teachers, may offer them some help by giving suggestions, they may ask questions, or even join the project. On the Internet, they could freely express their concerns and personal points of views on the topic/issue being discussed. 

For example, the participants were briefed that they may take some photographs or search for them from the Internet, and that those photographs should be able to effectively communicate or reveal the problem they are investigating. They were informed that acknowledging sources is important for ethical reasons. If they were investigating water pollution, they should describe the photographs and search for more information from the Internet on ways to alleviate the problem.

Furthermore, the student participants were informed that, while they were carrying out their investigation, they might ask for some advice from the community. The community may take the initiative such as offering them some help deemed appropriate. They were reminded that, as the research is exploratory and inquiry-based, they were expected to face unexpected technical problems e.g. how to build a simple website in order to report the problems, and they would solve the problem as they were doing their project. The problems would be resolved when they emerged. They may need some help in terms of their English and the whereabouts of the information. 

At BE or the hub of the community, the participants were told that he researcher had created some basic information, e.g., links to other projects or websites. In addition to other similar groups, BE would function as the common room. Below is the main page of BE. 

[image: image1.jpg]BEST OF THE YEAR, 2003 -PC MAGAZINE )N TechSmit

janphaue - j thadphoothon@student canberra. edu au Start  Group - My Group

c and Research  Membership
[Icome to the Bamboo Enterprise. You are a moderator o
Memberst this group
Tearn More ¢ The mission of this online community is to enhance
# A learners’ critical thinking in language learning [ Edit My Membershiy

through computer-mediated collaborative learning. [ Leave Group |
Why Bamboo Enterprise’ PR
Have fun...Chat with Als. 0 Members

0 Messages

Group Info

Members: 108
Founded: Sep 6, 2002
important information for research Language: English
Group Settings

Pending r -« Listed in directory

e Go To Support Page: If You Need Help. ma—
membership

Eromate The main project of this community, the Green World Project, consists of many smaller projects. The common |~/ Mme<sages requie

Inite theme for every project is the enviranment, approva

———— | Below are projects under the Green World Project: ~Ony the modertr
may pos

Management

the School of Languages and International Education, the University of Canberra, Click - Archives for

moderators only




Collaboration as a Theme

In this study, CL is conceptualized as a possible theme in education (Jacobs, 2002, personal communication), in addition to being regarded as a teaching method. In addition to student-student collaboration, teachers work together and let their students know about their collaboration. Indeed, research can be carried out collaboratively, which brings benefits for all parties involved. CL also implies many different fields. Teachers from different fields can work a long side with one another on an equal footing, e.g., science and English. Moreover, this study also extends CL to another notion, that is, the cooperation between man and nature or the environment, a new man-nature (animals, plants, and water, soil, and etc) relationship as being equal i.e. as “ a partner to be cherished rather than as a captive to be raped” (Passmore, 1974, p. 4).  Some people call this movement a new ethics, an ethic of conservation (Leopold, 1966, quoted in Passmore, 1974). Like others, ELT professionals should contribute to the call for global environmental awareness. The environment should be taken seriously, not as ‘a thin excuse’ to practise language.

Collaborating with each teacher participant can serve a means to establish referential points. The fact that there are five projects within BE may help create a convergence validity. In another sense, they can be perceived as parallel studies, and the benefits of which are mutual. In the ELT context, Burns (1999) discusses major benefits of collaborative action research for teachers. Based on comments from teachers and the literature, she concludes that teachers should engage in collaborative action research for their professional development. By participating in the Bamboo Enterprise, each teacher participant would have an opportunity to develop his or her professional career. The researcher and the collaborators (studies 1 to 4) have been writing four action- research reports. The next part presents what entails in each case study and some of their initial findings, followed by a brief discussion.

5. Results and Discussion

As mentioned above, the study entails five case studies. Case studies 1 and 2 were conducted at the School of Languages and International Education, University of Canberra. These two cases are similar in their structure. Case study 3 conducted at DPU, Bangkok, Thailand, consists of 5 groups. Study 4 is an interdisciplinary collaboration with a science research project, Food Safety. The last case is a community involvement project reporting water pollution in a canal in Bangkok.     

This section present some relevant examples from two cases, followed by a general discussion.  

5.1. Case 1: Using a Collaborative Environmental Project to Promote Communicative Language Learning and Computer Skills

With Regina O’Shea, Libby Smith, and Junko Kosaki

Introduction

Strong institutional support is essential for successful collaboration. The outcome of the collaboration between the researcher, a teacher in the Intensive English Program, and a TESOL M.A. student is five environmental projects. Each collaborator has his or her stake. The teacher’s aim is to satisfy two of the course’s objectives: which are, to develop students’ computer and study skills. The teacher trainee, as a volunteer, would like to learn how to use computers with the Internet access to enhance language learning. The researcher would like to know the extent to which collaborative environmental projects enhance communicative language learning and critical thinking in language learning. And of course, the students would like to improve their language ability in order to get into Australian higher institutions. They also need to have study skills, e.g., note taking and incorporating the information from outside sources into their own understanding and voices.

From the researcher’s point of view, the students need something to think critically about, and the environment is an appropriate theme. The collaborators agree in principle. The teacher collaborator agrees that being able to think well is helpful for the students. The study itself can serve many purposes: they are, (1) a means to develop the students’ computer skills, a means to enable them to use English in the real world, how to work together, and a means for them to think critically about their own learning and the pressing global issues. In this study, the students work in groups investigating global issues with both online-offline supports. It is expected that they will be able to be reflective about their learning, use English for communication appropriately, and develop their computer skills. By engaging in the projects, they will also be able to raise their awareness about the global issues i.e. environmental problems. They are chosen because they can offer more substantive content.

Procedure

There are 15 students in ELICOS Module 2
, during the months of October to December 2003. The student participants are from different countries: Bangladesh, China, Japan, the Czech Republic, Hongkong, and Thailand.  In groups of four or five, students have been assigned to research an environmental problem. The assignment entails two items --- a written essay of about 250 words and a spoken presentation with “Powerpoint” about the problem. The whole assignment takes 9 weeks.

Below is the list of possible topics:

· Air Pollution

· Water Pollution in rivers or lakes

· Ocean pollution

· Plastic garbage

· Overpopulation

· Drought

· Desertification

· Bushfires / Forest fires

· Ozone layer depletion

·  Global warming

· Introduced toxic pests

· Endangered animals

The essay needs to have information about:

· Definitions of the chosen environmental problem

· The current situation worldwide

· The current situation in Australia

· Solutions and ideas to solve this problem (this could include actions already taken by governments or by other interested groups)

The report will need to include a reference list and bibliography. This essay will be post onto “the Bamboo Enterprise” website. All group members should contribute to writing the essay.

Spoken Presentation

The length of each presentation should be about 5 minutes. The date is week 9, the last week of the module. Each group must present their final research about the chosen environmental problem to all of the class. All group members must speak, and “Powerpoint” must be used.

In summary, the work of this assignment is a combination of:

· Online research, using “Bamboo Enterprise”

· Writing

· Drafting

· Teacher consultation

· Group discussion

· Preparing your powerpoint presentation

· Practising speaking

Results and Discussion

There are five projects:

	UC6: Endangered Animals
	To study endangered animals
	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/uc_six/[Not available]
	[Not available]

	UC7: Ozone Layer Depletion
	To let you know about ozone layer depletion.


	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/uc_seven/
	Members: 12 

Founded: August 18, 2003

	UC8: Acid Rain 
	To investigate acid rain


	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/UC_EIGHT/
	Members: 12 

Founded: Aug 18, 2003

	UC9: Overpopulation
	To suggest some solution to the problems of overpopulation.
	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/UC_NINE/
	Members: 13 

Founded: Aug 18, 2003 

	UC10: Water Pollution
	To research about water pollution in lakes and rivers
	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/UC_TEN/
	Members: 5 

Founded: Aug 18, 2003


Examples of Students’ Work

UC9: Overpopulation

In addition to classroom discussion, the researcher asks two questions to stimulate the discussion.

Hi UC 9,

I have two questions for you to think about. 

What effects does overpopulation have on natural resources or the environment?

Please also suggest some good ways to control the growth in world population.

Cheers,

Janpha

 Below are some responses:

1. From a Chinese student within UC-9: 

What effects does overpopulation have on natural resources or the environment?

Based on finite resources, overpopulation results in poverty, lack of necessary education, and health degeneration etc, these problems happen in developing countries quite often,

Even for developed countries, overpopulation may cause more competitive environment, reduce citizen's living standards from every aspect. 

Please also suggest some good ways to control the growth in world population.

For this question, China provides a good example, e.g. family plan, most Chinese families are allowed to have merely one child, Chinese population is under well-controlled. 

2. A question asked by a Thai student from Thailand: 

Hi

What effect does overpopulation have impact to people in the world?

3. A Follow-up discussion on the Bamboo Enterprise

A student from UC-9 posts the question:

Do you think, to solve the problems related to over population, it is a good idea to implement one family one child policy in the world?

The responses are:

From a Thai student within the same module:

To solve the over population problem by to implement one family one child, I think it's not a good idea. The good way to solve this problem could be to give a good educational for adult who are maried that they should plan before having a child. If they have enough power such as money to make sure that their children can have a good quality of life in the future how can we stop them to have children who are going to be good citizens in the near future. I think over population is not a problem, but a big problem is a large number of unemployment. 

A reply from the group by a female Chinese student:

Hello Everybody,

Even it's a controversial argument, I still believe it is still a good way to control the population in the world. Because China has adopted this policy, so the overpopulation issue in China is not as big as before. In addition, we can find other methods to resolve this problem. For example, the government can do some legislation to encourage people to have only one child. For instance, the can give the family tax concession if they have only one child.

One high school student from Thailand agrees, she writes a very short message:

I think too.

A Thai student from another module disagrees, saying:

hi.. I disagree with this policy (one family one child) 

If your family has a baby girl who will continue useing your family's name?

An online volunteer from Vietnam has joined in:

Why would u disagree that we should have only one child. According to your argument, we should have more than one child, so what is your upper bound? \

The number of children we should have is i think denpends on the family economic status as well, but 2 children in my point of view is good number.

An international student from Indonesia, from another module, writes:

i disaggre about this topic, i think that if we should have more than one child

The example above demonstrates some glimpses of what Johnson and Johnson (1995) call ‘creative controversy’. Overpopulation as a topic offers a wide range of perspectives. From the above discussion, we can see different ways the students use reasons to back up their argument. With learners from different cultural background, their views on the problem were diverse.

Feedback & Suggestions from Research Participants

The groups that do well are those that collaborate well. Collaboration means working alongside with each other, rather than dividing the task, do the research independently, then and come back and put them together. Some groups face many collaborative problems, so they do not do well. One collaborator says that some groups would leave it until week 8 to put together what each member has. They find it hard to put things together. They underestimate the demand and complexity of the task, particularly drafting and editing. However, to some extent they do work together. As one collaborator said,

“ Although students did collaborate on the design of their presentations --- deciding which subtopic within each topic they would present --- I felt that each student did his or her work individually. Besides, they didn’t allow enough time to bring their work back together and consolidate their final presentation.”  

Time management is one reason why some groups do not perform up to their potential. They need to sit down together. The task they choose to investigate is another area worth mentioning. Some topics i.e. acid rain and ozone layer depletion are too technical. They have so much information from the Internet. Nevertheless, they find it hard to make sense of it. Some students find it hard to comprehend the contents of the topic. Specifically, they find it hard to put it in non-technical terms. More discussion and consultation with the teacher may help them come up with the language that appropriate for the audiences.

Unlike many groups in Thailand, most students do not have serious problems with the accessibility and use of technology. They know where to find the information. They know how to use Yahoo or Google to search for things that they want. The real challenge is to understand and evaluate the information, and use it to serve their purposes. This is difficult even among native speakers. It should be noted that students have to hand in their sources by the end of their project. They have been told to use their own words and acknowledge the sources of information.

On the day of their oral presentation, most of the Japanese students were asked, orally, by one of the collaborators about the extent to which they enjoyed doing the project in groups. Their reaction was positive. “We wish we could have had these types of lessons before”, they said. In addition, they have obviously learned hot to summarize or to get the gist out of certain articles, which they had not done very much before they came to study in the ELICOS program. To some extent, they have developed thinking skills in some issues.   

Conclusion

The project is a practical one for ELICOS students. As students are from a variety of first language and cultural backgrounds, they have to use English to communicate with each other in all aspects of the project. In this study, students use English in authentic situations. Moreover, environmental topics are of concerns to everyone, relevant, and broad enough for them to use their creativity. There is also a lot of information for them to collect and study. 

Being able to thinking critically, as manifested through their ability to carry out the project, is difficult for all students. Apart from the ability to work well together, the main problem for students is their ability to synthesize the collected materials and deliver them at an appropriate language level.      

Australian universities may have different expectations from many oversea universities in terms of how information is presented. This project-based approach is an opportunity for the oversea students to be introduced to their academic requirements. 

5.2. Case 4: Joining Science and English for Global Communication: The Food Safety Project at Yothinburana School, Bangkok, Thailand

With Nantanat Jirasuksa

Introduction

This project is the collaboration between this study and a science project. Participants use English as a global language to communicate their ideas, and use technology to extend their perspectives. Global issues such as the environment require global cooperation and global communication. Nowadays, many environmental problems are related and borderless. Efforts have been made in contemporary literature to find appropriate approaches for English-medium science. This study offers another way to connect science and communication. The aim is to enhance the participants, teachers and students, science and English for communicative purposes.

Yothinburana School is a large secondary school. It is a school under the jurisdiction of the General Education Department of Ministry of Education. 

This is the collaboration with an existing science project by the name of “Food Safety”.  The project began in July and ended in November 2003.

The partnership project is conducted in Thai, using a scientific method to investigate whether the food from street vendors in around the school. This collaboration can be thought of as an extension of the original research project. The researchers share the same concern. The Food Safety project is based on the principle that learning science and technology has to be connected with the real world: that is, take into account the relationship with society. The two projects are compatible in many respects. The central commonality is the idea behind the Food safety project and the Bamboo Enterprise, that is, to provide a real-world connection for the students between the classroom and society.  According to Yager (1990), learning science should be an interdisciplinary enterprise, and science educators should attempt to connect three interrelated areas together, science, technology, and society, to maximize effective learning. Students also need communication skills to convey what they know to others. Globally, English is being used. Environmental problems are a common concern for all. Hence, cooperation is perhaps a key towards a better society. English should be seen as a means to get people to understand something. Science, technology, and society, are connected by language. In his book Physics and Philosophy: The Revolution in Modern Science (1958), Heisenberg, in addition to realizing that scientific problems (science and technology) and political issues (society) are related, stresses the importance of language in the context of science:

“ The first language that emerges from the process of scientific clarification is in theoretical physics usually a mathematical language, the mathematical scheme, which allows one to predict the results of experiments. The physicists may be satisfied when he has the mathematical scheme and know how to use it for the interpretation of the experiments. But he [sic] has to speak about his results also to nonphysicists who will not be satisfied unless some explanation is given in plain language, understandable to anybody” (p. 145-146).

The idea behind the present project is to provide an opportunity for the students to engage in the problems of the real world. The scientific method and process would give the student practice in deciding if the food around their school is safe to eat, based on empirical evidence. They would have to collecting food sample, while working alongside with their peers and their teacher, use scientific means to test the samples and interpret the results, Next, they have to discuss the results, write a report to communicate their thought.

This extension of the project would be a good opportunity for the team to communicate their findings to the wider public. With the Internet, the project's findings could be presented to the world audiences, via a global language --- English.  In today’s world, communication technology makes it possible for people to talk together sharing news and problems. The focus of this phase, therefore, is on the use of technology and the use of English for communication.

Procedure

Of the 12 student participants, the teacher and 2 students, one male and one female, volunteered to continue working this latter phase as well as take part in this collaboration. Each participant plays an important part in presenting the results. The students and their teacher get together drafting and putting things together for online presentation, with help and support from the researcher. 

Results and Discussion

About 2 months after the collaboration, the project on food safety won an award from the Thailand Research Fund (TRF), for its outstanding science project.  The main page of the collaboration is below:

[image: image2.jpg]Members!

We investigated the hygiene of the
food from hawkers around our
school.

Click here to enter our project.

And click here to our project’s photos.

We also look for ways to make water in canals and rivers less polluted.

Newest...click here to our canal.

Feb15 My opinion about Bird Flu in Thailand - janphaact
Ithink e can eat chicken if we cook it at 100C . Its safe to eat then let's

Feb5  Re: bird flu in Thailand - benyapawetham

You are a moderator
this group

[ Edit My Mernbershi
[ Leave Group |

0 Members
0 Messages

Members: 14
Founded: Jul 2, 200:
Language: Eng|

- Listed in directory
- Open mernbership
- Unmoderated

- Anyone can post
-Public archives

- Email attachments
are permitted




Feedback & Suggestions from Research Participants

Debriefing at Yothinburana School

The collaborator is an active participant. She says she thinks of herself as a collaborator and learner. She holds a master degree in science. She has been teaching chemistry for over ten years. 

On the positive side, she says the research has used a new approach. In terms of the methodology used, the student participants are given ample of opportunities to discuss a variety of real life topics. They would develop their potential in three areas:

1. Creativity. They reflect the problems visually through photos/pictures. This creativity can be seen from the work they publish on the Internet. This is significant as it is the area included an artistic aspect. Hence, the project was a means to develop artistic aspects of life.

2. Technology. They had learned how to use technology i.e. how to present their work on the Internet.

3. Language. They use English for authentic communication.

The three areas are key elements of the project. For the teacher, the following benefits are eminent:

1. It gives opportunities to use language for communication.

2. A chance to learn about technology e.g. presenting something on websites.

3. It offers sources of teaching and learning materials and the realization that technology can be used to enhance teaching.

4. It helps to develop a more open-minded person.

5. It gives the joy of learning together with the students.

Based on an oral interview, the two student participants did not know each other before they joined the research project. When they did not know what to do, they would ask for help from their friends or their teachers. 

Suggestions/Comments

According to the three participants, collaboration was moderately occurred.

In general, quizzes/tests, both on language and knowledge of science, should be provided regularly to monitor the students’ progress. Such feedback could be used to stimulate, reinforce, and reward the students. If possible, there should be some kinds of formative tests for the student participants as well as for the audience or the public.

“Supports were not adequate”, said the teacher. To carry out the project, participants need both time and knowledge e.g. how to build a web site, take photos and canned them, etc.

The teacher mentioned repeatedly that the activities within the Bamboo Enterprise made the students realized social problems. The activities make them become more aware of their roles as citizens of the world. 




This research was in line with an STS model of professor Yager who has proposed that educators should integrate three areas: technology, science, and society. There should be the fourth dimension --- communication to mediated the three former ones (see the figure above).

5.3. General Discussion

The two cases discussed above give some evidence of how different kinds of collaborative projects, with the help and supports from human and technology, may be put into action in order to enable the learners to engage in meaningful communicative tasks. Each project does entail a myriad of communicative –driven activities, and all of them are learner-centered.  To quite a large extent, the learning environment promotes communicative language learning, especially in its broader sense. All five cases have demonstrated that CMCL is a viable means to enrich learners’ use of the language. Despite the complexity of the implementation, this aspect of CMCL certainly has the potential to enhance learner’s critical thinking in language learning. 

6. Conclusion

This study investigates learners’ critical thinking in language learning under the context of computer-mediated collaborative learning. Findings from the five studies, despite some complexity of the implementation, emphasize the need for ELT to be more interdisciplinary. Language education should embrace the idea that collaboration on both its narrow sense and broader sense --- it should be not just a method of teaching, but a theme in education. In addition, it demonstrates that language learning should be extended beyond the classroom, involving the community and appreciating the virtue of volunteerism. The proposed model of critical thinking in the TESOL context has having two dimensions: being self-reflective about language learning and being able to reason is a viable one, especially when it comes to regard appropriateness as the core of the model. As critical thinking, often imported from general education and philosophy, has gained stronger currency ELT context, the model this study has proposed may be a small step towards a more comprehensive discussion within ELT literature. Facing problems and different perspectives, students looked for ways to deal with them. They questioned and thought about their own learning all along. Critical thinking in language learning is important because learning English or any kind of learning should enable learners to be free from imposed sets of beliefs, not just for immediate utilitarian purposes.  CMCL is a viable means to enrich the learners’ learning experience as well as a potential platform to enhance their critical thinking in language learning.
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� Atkinson (1997) claims that critical thinking is essentially the value of the West.  This, however, does not necessarily follow that it has not been recognized in the East. Critical thinking has been found in many schools of philosophy, especially within Indian and Chinese cultures (Hongladarom, 2000).  


� ELICOS' is made up of the first letters of Australia's English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students. Many Australian universities offer ELICOS programs for international students who need to improve their English before commencing formal studies in Australia. Many of these students take IELTS test after a few modules of ELICOS program.


� Within an ELICOS program, one semester normally entails two 10-week modules (courses). 





