
 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Motivation and Background  

English, lingua franca, has been regarded as one of the gateways for 

accomplishments, devoted to English education, the government in Taiwan hopes to 

build up an internationalized environment and promote national competition. 

Therefore, English has become a required course and is emphasized throughout 

elementary school, secondary school, college and university, and even lifelong 

learning. Though English learning is a continuum which possesses different foci at 

different stages, the ultimate objective is still to foster learners’ English 

communicative competence and help them make use of the competence to survive 

inside and outside the classrooms.  

The prospect of student English learning sounds potential, so the subsequent 

issue that needs to be concerned is how to build up students’ English communicative 

competence to connect with people around the world. However, English usages vary 

in situations and in spoken and written contexts; they can range from a simple task 

such as discussing with fellow people to complex ones like writing a report paper and 

delivering a speech to a professional audience. According to the researchers (Canale 

& Swain, 1980; Halliday, 1976; Hymes, 1972), students need to have communicative 

competence, in addition to grammatical competence, to accomplish their purposes 

effectively in English. The communicative language approach has therefore been 

suggested and given more and more weight in search of academic and vocational 

success.  

Communicative language approach is emphasized and inevitably presented in 

current textbooks for different levels of learners. However, under the pressure 

including large-size classes, mixed-level classes, and national examinations, such an 

approach seems to be twisted or incompletely implemented. To make up the 

deficiency, increasing the opportunities of communicative practice becomes a must. 

Computer-mediated communication, such as an online discussion forum, is regarded 

as a facilitator because it helps students keep in touch with others independent of time 

and geographical constraints (Chang & Hsu, 2010; Chang & Huang, 2009; Huang & 

Chang, 2009). Therefore, other than the traditional classroom, a virtual classroom, 

Moodle, raises our hopes to assist students to do English communicative practices 

with one another. Among the functions that the Moodle interface offers, an online 

discussion forum is viewed as an easy environment for students to use their target 

language and build up their communicative competence. Consequently, the traditional 



face-to-face instruction and virtual classroom practice can be blended as a model for 

academic research and pedagogical applications (Chen, Wei, Kinshuk, & Chen, 2008). 

Furthermore, in order to avoid adding teachers’ burden, we expect to create a 

scaffolding model—we hope to invite college students to participate in online 

discussions. Discussing with college students online, high school students must be 

able to benefit a lot. Therefore, teacher involvement and non-teacher involvement are 

the issue to be concerned in this paper as well. 

 

1.2 Purpose of the Study  

Considering the requisite of the communicative teaching approach and the deficient 

educational environment, this study pedagogically attempts to employ online 

discussions via Moodle to help students develop their communicative competence 

especially in English writing. However, people might doubt that vocational high school 

students who do not have enough experience of discussions (needless to mention 

discussions in English) can conduct such an activity. For that reason, students’ ability to 

conduct English discussions as well as their acceptability of these online discussions in 

English will be examined. As to a theoretical reason, an online discussion activity aims 

to provide cognitive benefits to students and further establish a scaffolding model for 

teachers who are interested in the task to follow.  

It is our hope that through a virtual classroom, students can attend a course 

anytime anywhere because this classroom is accessible 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

Moreover, students do not have to meet one another in person; such learning is less 

intimidating than traditional instruction. Moreover, high school students can build up 

a good relationship with college students online. It sounds online discussions via the 

virtual classroom can benefit students a lot. However, Hannafin (1992) indicates that 

the successful implementation of technology should be under the situation where 

teachers take responsibility for improving instructional design and for engaging 

students in online learning activities. We, without profound technological knowledge 

and an abundant budget, attempt to employ blended learning and build a collaborative 

model of online discussions via the virtual classroom, Moodle.  

 

1.3 Research Questions 

The researchers attempt to prove that the collaborative learning model through a 

virtual classroom, Moodle, can have pedagogical benefits as well as theoretical advice 



on the improvement of communication practices. However, for vocational high school 

students (hereafter VH students), a task of collaborative online discussion is so novice 

that it is doubted whether VH students have enough language ability to proceed with 

the activity and accept it. In that respect, there is no denying that the teachers’ 

involvement is indispensable. Therefore, several research questions are concerned in 

the first study.  

1. Do vocational high school students have the ability to conduct collaborative 

online discussions via Moodle?  

2. Do vocational high school students accept the model of collaborative online 

discussions via Moodle? 

3. What participation frequency, time involvement, word length, and interactional 

discourse patterns do vocational high school students perform when doing 

collaborative online discussions via Moodle?  

4. Do vocational high school students achieve pedagogical success in English 

writing after doing collaborative online discussions via Moodle?  

5. What is the difference between non-teacher involvement and teacher 

involvement? 

 

To generalize the program in schools, reducing teachers’ workload becomes a 

top priority. The fifth research question becomes indispensable and crucial. We 

conducted two studies to detect whether there is any statistically significant 

difference between non-teacher involvement and teacher involvement. Therefore, the 

first study majored in examining the first four research questions, while the second 

study, apart from the four questions, aimed to scrutinize the effect of non-teacher 

involvement in online discussions.  

 

1.4 Significance of the Study  

Collaborative online discussion, one of the computer-mediated communication 

tasks, offers a virtual channel for students to do communicative practices and further 

fosters their communicative competence. It could become a form of computer-aided 

instruction where the interactional instruction is limited to a selection. Therefore, 

several assumptions are made.  

First, vocational high school students, even the ones who studied at the night 

department or a night school, still have the ability and willingness to be engaged in 

collaborative online discussions via Moodle. Second, students have more and more 

pedagogical success in English writing after joining collaborative online discussions 



via Moodle, no matter in which environment: with or without teacher-involvement 

although we assume that students with the teacher’s facilitation may outperform. 

Third, although students have the ability and are willing to conduct online discussions, 

we are uncertain that students can have advanced interactional discourse patterns. 

That is to say, students may not have a sense of high level of interactional discourse 

patters because they do not have enough training of oral communication and social 

interaction. Lastly, learning style may significantly influence the success of 

collaborative online discussions. Overall, with less teaching workload, the studies 

aims to set up a good collaborative learning model for high school students to practice 

social and interactive aspects of communication and further establish their 

communicative competence. Therefore, we strongly suggest that teachers should give 

students opportunities to participate in communicative practice via online discussions 

because the integration of online communication technology helps students learn 

discussion skills, practice writing, and gain knowledge from each other.  

 

1.5 Definitions of terms 

a. Online discussions are a form of communication, usually facilitated by computer 

networks. Such discussion is one of computer-mediated communication (CMC) 

tasks. In the current studies, it refers to online text-based discussions, the tasks of 

asynchronous computer-mediated communication (ASCMC) that takes place 

independent of time and space constraints. 

b. Pedagogical success in English writing: Good writing usually contains several 

domains including ideas, organization, word choice, fluent and correct sentences, 

mechanical skills, etc. Ideas are the heart of writing, whereas an effective and 

logical organization leads readers to understanding. Specific word choice, fluent 

and correct sentences, and mechanical skill (i.e. punctuation, spelling, and 

grammar) are conventions. Therefore, a checklist for writing varies, but for EFL 

(English as a foreign language) learners, four domains of writing are particularly 

emphasized in the National College Entrance Exam in Taiwan. They are grammar, 

organization, content, and punctuation.  

c. Interaction discourse patterns: Interaction discourse patterns represent a sequence 

of interactions between learners. They can be considered important components in 

the process of teaching and learning because they help learners achieve specific 

learning goals and communicative competence. Most importantly, learners’ 

interactional engagement in online discussions offers a better understanding of 

social and cognitive aspects of learning. 


