5. Conclusion and Suggestions

Online discussion breaks the limits of human communication apparatus (i.e.
over distance) and natural communication behavior (i.e. over time). It increases the
opportunities of extra-substantial communication and extends learners’
communicative and interactive practice from classroom to the outside world. It is
considered to be able to solve the problem derived from limited time and big class
size that teachers in Taiwan usually have. It is also believed to bring the most effect
to students’ learning. However, for vocational high school students, online
discussion seems to be impossible. After all, vocational high school students do not
have many opportunities of communicating in English in class. Moreover, many
people may doubt their ability of English communication because online discussion
concerns students’ English reading and writing skills. Although the current state
may not be easy for voational high school students, we would rather choose to
believe that our students can proceed with online discussion and accept it once we
establish a suitable framework. In respect of the difficulty, we invited teachers and
college students to be a facilitator in online discussion; then, we take out the role of
teachers and attempt to set up a scaffolding framework, that is, the cooperation
between college students and high school students.

The feasibility of online discussion has been demonistrated from the results of
the five research questions in the two studies, namely, vocational high school
students’ ability to conduct collaborative online discussions via Moodle, their
acceptance of collaborative online discussions via Moodle, their writing
performance, participation frequency, time involvement, word length, and
interactional discourse patterns, and the difference between non-teacher
involvement and teacher involvement.

Many pedagogical and theoretical implications are worth noticing. For example,
students hold a positive attitude towards the collaborative framework; they are able
to alleviate their anxiety because they neither have to face the pressure of speaking
to their peers in person nor give immediate responses to other participants.
Additionally, they do not feel embarrassed for their poor English because the
interface of Moodle can be open only to the specific participants who they may be
already familiar with. This can further facilitate students’ autonomy in participating
in communicative activities and in learning the target language, i.e. English. On the



other hand, students have no choice but to be immersed in a greater level of
morphosyntactic complexity (i.e. input and output of linguistic items), so they can
have more opportunities to notice linguistic structures than they do in daily
communication. Students have to understand others by reading and impart their
thoughts by writing. In a great deal of reading and writing, students can have better
chances to achieve a high level of linguistic competence and have accurate
productions in tests. For vocational high school students, they can benefit more
because of the collaborative learning effect from their college partners or classmates
who have better English ability. The trial and error manner helps both senior high
and college students in expressing their own thoughts to the point.

Our studies hope to confirm that online discussions via Moodle can shorten
students’ interpersonal social distance and reverse their passive or inactive learning
attitude. However, it seems to take time and effort. Perhaps teachers need to
accompany students at the beginning until students form their autonomy of
learning or college students as a facilitor need to build up closer relationship with
high school students so that high school students can be aware of social presence
that brings more learning effects.

Overall, in the learning environment of Taiwan, students need extra time to
practice the target language and cultivate their communicative competence. In the
activity of online discussions via Moodle, students can have linguistic practice;
meanwhile, they can be highly motivated to freely communicate with people in the
target language and to foster their autonomy in language learning in the future
once we teachers give students a chance.

Learning a foreign language is a long, tough journey, which needs learners’
involvement in terms of time and efforts. Without ample practice, high motivation
and autonomy, it is impossible for EFL learners to achieve communicative
competence. To create more efficient learning environments, it is believed that
multimedia tools like the online discussion forum in the Moodle interface can be

considered a significant choice in the 21* century and the years to come.



