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SUMMARY

The purpose of this research is to examine learners’ online
participation through the use of online production activities in order to
enhance peer interaction on Blackboard forum discussions. The
effectiveness of two types of online production activities was analyzed in
a quasi-experimental and correlational research applied to two groups of
students enrolled in an English 3 Fully Online class at UPC during an
academic semester. Group 1 students (n=47) were involved with Staged
Online Production Activities (SOPAs), which were designed by
following a gradual criterion of levels of knowledge and restricted
deadlines to publish postings on Blackboard online discussion forums on
a two-weekly basis, whereas Group 2 students (n=47) had to do Online
Production Activities (OPAs) on a weekly basis. The two proposed
hypotheses to evaluate the effectiveness of these activities were validated
through two statistical tests: Test U Mann-Whitney applied to the
quantitative analysis for the variable Interaction and the test of Pearson
Correlational Coefficient which measured the correlation between the
number of publications and the Interaction score obtained by applying a
scoring rubric. It was proven that interaction patterns were enhanced due
to the greater degree of peer interaction among G1 students in which
text-based communication was fostered; 50.4 % higher than in the G2
students.
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INTRODUCTION

The use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) in educational
institutions and universities has been greatly influenced by the
asynchronous communication technologies, tools that facilitate
different types of interactions among learners, teachers, and content.
In the field of language teaching, blended learning is becoming
increasingly popular and the main tool students use to interact among
their classmates is OFDs (Online Forum Discussions). Students are
assigned learning tasks through these type of forums which are
designed to practice English target structures and vocabulary practiced
in the English learning platforms and synchronic sessions, components
of the modality fully online. These tasks are named Online Production
Activities and have to be done by students as part of their learning and
assessment process. They are also considered a suitable opportunity
for interaction among participants in fully online English classes
considering there is no face-to-face interaction. However, there exists
a significant percentage of students who do not engage with this type
of online activities and are considered lurkers, or just participate in a
discussion forum with an initial posting, but do not continue the task
sequence.

Previous research conducted by Wishart & Guy (2009) showed
that lack of students’ participation posted on OFDs has been one of
the main pitfalls in blended English courses at the university due to
various reasons: time management, passivity, lack of interest,
disregard, degree of difficulty of the task, or task design, etc. Another



factor that might influence on students’ participation in these online
tasks is the small percentage of the grade assigned to them within our
evaluation system; therefore, students assess the rate of return for time
and effort and opt for not even reading them.

From the perspective of online teaching, the aim of this present
research is to contribute to the design of effective and meaningful
learning tasks which not only do motivate students to participate but
encourage them to interact actively in the virtual environment through
discussion forums on Blackboard.

Therefore, the main purpose of this action research was to
examine the online production activities that greatly influenced on the
interaction patterns of students in asynchronous online discussion
forums in the Fully Online English 3 course at UPC (Universidad
Peruana de Ciencias Aplicadas) during a semester in 2016. The
effectiveness in terms of interaction of the Online Production
Activities and the Staged Online Production Activities, which are
designed to foster interaction by means of OFDs, was examined and
contrasted by carrying out a quantitative analysis whose results served
to verify and validate the hypotheses of this present research. Two
statistical tests were used to test its hypotheses and reliability: The
Correlation Coefficient test was used to evaluate the significant
increase in the number of publications in the experimental group and
The U Mann Whitney Test for the correlation between the
independent and dependent variables. The respective results are shown
in Table 6 and Table 7 in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 1, it is outlined the present investigation providing
information about the problem, hypotheses, objectives, and research
questions, as well as antecedents of the investigation. In Chapter 2,
which deals with the theoretical background, Blended Learning,
Blended Language Learning and the Theory of Transactional Distance
are presented as the fundamentals of this research. In Chapter 3, the
type of research, data collection, measuring instruments, and the
independent and dependent variables are discussed; and finally, in
Chapter 4, the analysis of quantitative data and its findings are shown
as to support the proposed hypotheses and the research conclusions.



CHAPTER 1
INVESTIGATION OUTLINE

1.1. Formulation of the problem

Online teaching has made an increasingly significant
contribution to language learning through different modalities that
could be blended or fully online in which courses are delivered and
supported by ICT (Information and Communication Technology)
platforms such as Blackboard, Moodle, etc. Within their
communication tools, asynchronous discussions are considered as the
backbone or as Kelly (2008) defined them, they are the “heart of the
course” and play an important role in humanizing online courses (p.
4). As an asynchronous tool, OFDs (Online Forum Discussions) have
come into existence in our Fully Online English courses to promote
language learning through the participation of forum discussions in
which students are required to post their writing tasks. In our English
courses, these tools are used to post paragraphs that students write as
homework in order to practice target grammar structures and
vocabulary that they have practiced in synchronous sessions and the
English learning platform called Cambridge LMS. However, there
exists limited interaction in online forum discussions in our fully
online classes and it appears to be a persistent and wide-spread
problem according to prior research (Ng, C., Cheung, W., & Hew, K.
K, 2011).



There has been a vigorous discussion among the English staff at
UPC in relation to the effectiveness of production activities through
Blackboard discussion forums as interactive resources since a
considerable percentage of students are considered lurkers: neither
participate by posting these learning tasks on Blackboard OFDs nor
comment to their peers as stated in the task instructions. If they
participate in these tasks, they just paraphrase each other, or there is a
lack of cohesion in the postings. Therefore, this present research
intends to answer these questions: How can we fill that
communication gap necessary to build communities in this online
environment due to the lack of face-to-face interaction? What aspects
of the learning task design do we have to rethink in order to motivate
students to participate and interact with peers in our online
asynchronous tasks?

Based on this context, two types of production activities have
been applied to 94 undergraduate students of Fully Online English 3 at
UPC University: Online Production Activities (OPAs) as traditional
discussion boards for the control group and an enhanced version of
them called Staged Online Activities (SOPAs) for the experimental
group. These activities are carried out by the students through
Blackboard OFDs, which serve as communicative tools among them,
generating text-based communication in our online English class and
countering the lack of face-to-face interaction. Contributing to the
design of communicative activities that foster quality interaction in an
online setting highlights the importance of this present action research
whose main purpose is, as a practitioner teacher, to evaluate results,
reflect, and make recommendations that could be used for
implementing new online tasks in fully online English classes.

1.2. Hypotheses

Being given the problem, a significant question arises: Do the
Staged Online Production Activities (SOPASs) posted on Blackboard
Online Forum Discussion (OFDs) have an impact on interaction in a
fully online learning environment? To what extend do these staged
tasks enhance interaction patterns among Fully Online English 3
students at UPC?



The main focus of this present research is to analyze how
effective has been this kind of improved staged tasks for online class
interaction compared to the traditional Online Production Activities.
The hypotheses of this present research are:

The Staged Online Production Activities (SOPASs) increase the
level of interaction of fully online English 3 students at UPC.

The Staged Online Production Activities (SOPAs) enhance the
interaction patterns among fully online English 3 students at UPC
through Blackboard’s OFDs, allowing them to be involved in a
conversational text-based communication.

1.3. Statement of the objectives
1.3.1. General objective

The general objective of this present research is to measure
the impact of the Staged Online Production Activities designed
to foster interaction in a Fully Online English 3 virtual
environment.

1.3.2. Specific objectives

» Evaluate the effectiveness of the Staged Online Production
Activities posted on Blackboard discussion forums by UPC
English 3 students as interactive tools used to engage them in a
communicative process.

* Contrast the response of two groups of English 3 students on
two different types of online production activities designed to
promote interaction.

e Identify the different interaction patterns that both types of
activities create in a fully online English class.



e Find the correlation between the number of postings and the
students’ degree of interaction.

1.4. Justification of the investigation

Online language teaching is a recently new trend which needs
research since more universities are adopting this system gradually,
e.g. Universidad Privada del Norte (UPN), Universidad del Pacifico,
Pontificia Universidad Catolica. The production activities posted on
discussion forums are one of the main tools that teachers handle to
measure students’ interaction and language production on a virtual
environment, particularly, Blackboard. Therefore, it is essential that
English teachers analyze the impact of this new design of production
activity on our students’ learning process as to make the necessary
adjustments or improvements.

Also, research has shown that the well-designed online
discussions (Seo, 2007) allow more interaction among online students;
consequently, this research opens doors to more studies on the
effectiveness of enhanced or adapted versions of online production
activities for English language teaching.

Additionally, most of the research on online teaching has been
centered on the construction of knowledge and development of critical
thinking in specific higher education and postgraduate studies. Thus,
the treatment is very different from the one applied to our language
courses since their main objective is to have our students use language
and produce it by means of interacting with peers to counter the lack
of face-to-face communication as well as the real presence in a
classroom. It is also important to note the comparison made by
Warschauer & Kern (2000) in which they indicated that a wide range
of prior research has addressed the potential of CMC (Computer-
Mediated Communication) to facilitate second language learning
compared to research in EFL.

Finally, this research aims at providing English teachers or
instructors, in their role of e-moderators, with resources to develop a
comprehensive framework with design guidelines to have students
participate online allowing quality interaction to take place. It is also



important to consider that the evaluation and analysis of any kind of
English learning tasks are valuable for TEFL since these taks can be
repeated, adapted or enhanced depending on the students’ needs,
English language level, and age group.

1.5. Limitations of the investigation

Considering this is a fully online environment and all the
research has been carried out based on the data collection via online
sources, there have not been any significant limitations to collect data
for this present research.

Technology constraints that were present as part of the use of
new tools or resources on Blackboard, specifically, the use of the
repository tools represented the main problem. The accessibility of the
repository tools was too limited after the grades were uploaded and
sometimes it was difficult to recover and save all the information;
thus, special permissions were asked to the IT area to access students’
transcripts and grades on OFDs.

With respect to the study sample, there were some dropouts
(about 10%) in each group before the midterm exam which influenced
on the final results since they have been considered as students who
did not engage in the learning tasks; however, they decided to stop
studying and were considered as ‘“temporary dropouts” in the
university records.

The specialized bibliography was another hindrance for this
present research in relation to books due to the fact that most
university libraries do not have especialized books related to blended
or online teaching; however, they were accessible thanks to the
support of lecturers and the English coordination area after attending
some training courses in blended learning.



1.6. Antecedents of the investigation

The antecedents of the investigation have been divided into two
sections: the first one that focuses the studies conducted in Peru and
the second one, which is very ample and fruitful, is at the global level.

1.6.1. Antecedents of the investigation in Peru

Castro R. Dolores, El uso de forums de discusion como,
herramienta didactica para desarrollar la capacidad de juicio
critico en las alumnas de segundo afio “A” de secundaria de la
institucion educativa Santa Maria de Piura (The use of forum
discussion as didactic tool to develop critical thinking skills in
secondary students from the second year “A”in the educational
institution Santa Maria of Piura), Universidad de Piura, 2015.

This research focuses on the use of discussion forums in
different courses such as history, geography, and economics. It
has been considered one of the antecedents since it deals with
the same object of study applied in the educational field and its
conclusion related to interaction is valuable.

Castro (2015) conducted a quantitative longitudinal study
with pre-experimental design in which the sample was composed
of 39 students who took the courses of history, geography and
economics. The research evaluated the students’ critical thinking
skills by means of a pre-test and at the end of the study they were
assessed with a post test which supported the use of forum
discussions as valuable tools in educational settings.

Despite the fact that the type of research is different from the
one used in this research, the results supported that forum
discussions are useful in secondary education to promote critical
skills in different courses in which there is no enough time in class
to develop skills. In its theoretical background, the importance of
interaction in the communicative dimension is presented as a
support to construct knowledge since this research is based on
constructivism. Based on this recognition of the forum as an
important tool in education, this present research expands it to the



area of language learning through interaction via discussion
forums.

1.6.2. Antecedents of the investigation in the world

There have been a number of studies on the changes in
web-enhanced courses throughout the last two decades in
different countries such as United States, Australia, United
Kingdom, etc. The ones that are closely linked to the area of
online EFL teaching or are linked to online interaction through
asynchronous discussion forums will be used as a reference.

1. Interaction in asynchronous discussions forums: peer
facilitation techniques, Ng C., Cheung, W., & Hew, K.
Singapore, 2011.

Ng et al examined (2011) the peer facilitation
techniques that might influence student interaction in
asynchronous discussions forums for two graduate-level
blended courses attended by Asian Pacific students. This
classification has provided some insights on peer facilitation
techniques that could be measured in peers’ interaction. Some
aspects considered in this classification have been included as
part of the criteria in the rubric for assessing interaction
despite the fact that their study groups differ from the ones
involved in this present research.

Another important aspect that was considered in the
design of the measuring tools for analyzing interaction in
OFDs in Blackboard for English fully online classes is
Gunawardena’s measuring criteria, which have been used in
their study (Gunawardena, 1997) with five phases: Phase I:
Sharing and comparing: refers to the giving of information in
response to questions; Phase Il: Dissonance: Refers to the
exploration of inconsistency among the ideas advanced by
different participants: Phase 1ll: Negotiation / Co-
construction: Refers to the negotiation of meaning: Phase IV:
Testing Tentative Constructions: Refers to the testing and
modification of proposed synthesis of proposed synthesis or



co-construction; and Phase V: Statement / Application of
Newly Constructed Knowledge: Refers to the agreement
statement or applications of newly constructed meaning. Most
of the research on the use of online forums in education is
based on knowledge construction and two of the above
mentioned phases, | and Il, have been used to analize the
respective interaction patterns in OFDs’ transcripts. However,
in ELT at UPC the purpose of creating interaction by means
of communication tools such as OFDs is to counter the lack
of face-2-face communication which might be considered a
hindrance to language production and learning in fully-online
contexts. Hence, Gunawaderna’s model has been used to
guide the analysis of this present research when evaluating
the interaction patterns in OFDs as communication tool.

. A pedagogical perspective on promoting English as a foreign
language writing through online forum discussions, Jose, J.,
& Abidin, M. J. Malaysia, January 2016

This is one of the few studies which is closely linked to
the area of study of this research: Online Forum discussions
and English Language Teaching. It has been used to elaborate
the rubric for measuring the degree of interaction among
participants. Even though Jose & Abidin conducted a
qualitative research based on a semi-structured interview,
their findings are very valuable since they have listed themes
and sub-themes from qualitative data that were useful for
classifying the indicators for the rubric elaborated to measure
interaction in OFDs for online English classes. They studied
the effectiveness of online forum discussions on the learners’
EFL writing performance. They analyzed two groups of
students in this research; the experimental group (N=28) was
involved in synchronous online forum discussion and the
control group (N=28) in asynchronous blog writing during
one semester. They highlighted the influence of ICT
(Interactive Communication Tools) in education and the
importance of incorporating OFDs (Online Forum
Discussions) in English as a foreign language writing due to
the learners’ need to interact with each other in an online
environment.

10



The research showed that there was no statistically
significant effect on the EFL learners’ writing performance in
terms of the linguistic complexity; however, the results
obtained from the interview revealed relevant information
about the significance of online forum discussion on various
aspects of learners’ views, feelings, and attitudes towards this
communicative tool through which they could interact with
their peers in comparison to the blogs that are carried out
asynchronously without student-to-student interaction. The
findings of this research highlight the importance of
implementing ICT tools effectively in EFL lessons with clear
criteria of evaluation so that students will know what is
expected from them (Jose & Abidin, 2016).

. Using online discussion forums to assist a traditional English
class, Zhang, T.; Gao, T.; Ring, G.; Zhang, W., China, 2007

This study shows the influence of online discussion
forums on student achievement in reading, writing, grammar,
vocabulary, and critical thinking in English as Second
Language (ESL) instruction. Fifty-four senior high school
students participated in this study and they were divided into
three groups taught by the same instructor and with the same
instructional content of 4 units of an ESL program: (a) a
control group who did not use online discussion forums, (b)
experimental group 1 who used online discussion forums
without instructor interventions, and (c) experimental group 2
used online discussion forums with instructor interventions.
The online discussions were transcribed and analyzed to
evaluate the depth of critical thinking during the online
discussion process. The assessment criteria they have used
for the ANOVA and Tukey tests have been very useful for
determining the differences between the two groups of
students in which the two learning tasks were applied. One of
the findings of this experiment is that the students using the
online discussion forum were better at organizing the
structure of certain essays that the students who did not use
online discussion forums. It is clear that discussion online
with classmates helped students to organize and write a

11



certain style of essays; thus, they improve their writing skills
(Zhang et al., 2007).

This present research aims at measuring the impact of
the application of a certain type of learning tasks in the
interaction patterns in an online learning environment;
therefore, the model used to analyze the students’ English
writing was used as a guide to conduct this action research
plan.

. Comparison of restricted and traditional discussion boards on
student critical thinking, Morrison, J. R., Watson, G. S.
Virginia, USA, 2012.

As it was mentioned at the beginning of this section,
there are few studies in relation to Online Forum Discussions
linked to interaction in English learning but this one was
considered very relevant for this research since they have
used the SOLO classification for online postings. This
classification has been a guide for analyzing the students’
participation on Blackboard. This classification includes
different levels of mental processes from pre-structural
through evidence of metacognition at a higher level of
abstraction. This research intends to compare the effects of
restricted and traditional discussion boards on critical
thinking and learning in a graduate-level online distance
education course. Findings showed that there was an
improvement in critical thinking in the quality and
preparation strategies of initial discussion board postings
when participants’ views of peer responses to discussion
board questions were restricted until a predetermined date.
This finding was really useful for the design of the staged
online production activities.

The participants of this research were twenty-four
instructional design and technology graduate students
enrolled in one of two online summer courses, Class A (n=18)
and class B (n=6) were recruited on a voluntary basis. Class A
was a hybrid course with a weekly synchronous online
meeting with discussion board activities; Class B was an
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asynchronous course that used discussion forum for all
communication between participants. The design employed as
an independent variable the traditional discussion board
treatments and the dependent variables were the quality of
initial posts, quality of subsequent posts, student
participation, student preference, and the student preparation.
Both classes were exposed to the traditional discussion format
and the restricted discussion format. Class A participated in
two weeks of traditional discussions followed by two weeks
of restricted discussions. Class B participated in two weeks of
restricted discussions followed by two weeks of traditional
discussions. The postings were analyzed using a rubric
devised by Biggs & Collis (as cited in Morrison et al. p.171)
based on the Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome or
SOLO taxonomy that has five levels. The results of the
statistical analysis support for the use of restricted discussions
forums, F (1, 79) = 26.1. p = -.000, n2= .201, observed power
= .991. Post hoc comparison indicated that the ratings of
initial posts were significantly higher in quality in the
restricted (M=3.27, SD = 0.43) discussion forum format than
in the traditional format (M= 2.755, SD=0.47). The results
supported the first hypothesis that a restricted discussion
forum produced an improved quality in initial postings as
compared with the traditional discussion forum (Morrison et
al. 2012).
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CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

This research aims at analyzing the impact of online production
activities in a blended English course (fully online format) in terms of
interaction. Thus, it is necessary to provide the definition of distance
learning to distinguish it from the term blended learning. The
Encyclopedia Britannica defines it as follows:

“Distance learning, also called distance education, and online
learning, the form of education in which the main elements include
physical separation of teachers and students during instruction and the
use of various technologies to facilitate student-teacher and student-
student communication.”

It is evident that distance learning is carried out remotely and the
lectures or course contents are delivered through some type of
technology which also allows teachers and students to interact or
communicate. Conversely, based on the definition of the Glossary of
Education Reform, blended learning describes the way e-learning is
combined with traditional classroom methods and autonomous
learning to generate a hybrid teaching methodology.

The modality fully online is the context of this research and it
fits within this hybrid type which is also considered in distance
learning or education due to the lack of face-to-face classes; however,
it uses technology to interact with the online community members,



teacher, and students. Consequently, Blended learning concepts and
the theory of transactional distance of distance education have been
used to support the theoretical fundamentals of this present research.
In other words, the theoretical background has been divided into two
main areas: Blended learning to provide a general context area of
study, and the theory of transactional distance as principles that
support interaction as an important aspect of online learning. Several
definitions from experts have also been included in the related areas
and the definition of “Interaction” which is used in this research is
supported by Seo (2007).

2.1. Blended learning

The U.S. Dept. of Education, Office of Educational Research
and Improvement, Web-Based Education Commission stated that
“...There is no going back. The traditional classroom has been
transformed” (2000, p.1) and it can be said that it is totally true from
the online teacher’s perspective. There exist different online learning
scenarios that are delimited by the time students spend face-to-face
and in online environments. The classification done by Hockly et al.
(2010) distinguishes four types of blended learning: Mainly face-to-
face in which learners meet 70% face-to-face while 30% of the course
is carried out online; Half-and-half where there is a balance of time
for each of the components; Mainly online in which 80% of the
coursework is carried out online and the last one that is called Fully
Online as participants never meet face-to-face but they can meet
online through Blackboard Collaborate or other virtual class to have a
synchronous session or text chat.

Blended learning is the area in which this present research is
developed and some definitions and conceptions from different
authors will be presented to clarify its context. Macdonald (2008)
recognizes that blended learning is:

“... something of a hot topic nowadays because everyone has a
different understanding of what it means. This term is associated with
the introduction of online media into a course or programme together
with face-to-face contact or other traditional approaches to
supporting students” (p.19).
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It is likely that this learning modality has arisen from a general
sense of disillusionment with the stand-alone adoption of online media
since many people felt that the promise of online media was somehow
unfulfilled (Macdonald, 2008). Blended learning is a modality that has
always been practiced in teaching any English course since different
resources are used to transmit instructional knowledge; thus, the term
‘blended’ would apply to any use of different methods in a course and
it would be very ample. However, nowadays this term is used to mean
a mixture of different modalities which could be “partially virtual,
partially tangible” as stated by Glazer (2012) in his book about Online
Learning in which he highlighted that the challenge is, “to link, or
blend, what happens in those two contexts in order to create a unified
course. If its main feature is focused, it can be defined in a simple
way: time spent in the classroom is replaced with online activities in
order for students to achieve course objectives.

According to Hockly et al. (2010), Blended Learning refers to a
mixture of both face-to-face and online learning. They also defined
online learning, in the strictest sense, as the one that uses computer-
based tools to promote communication and interactivity with other
people, either learners and/ or teachers. Sharma & Barrett (2007) refer
to Blended Learning (BL) as a language course which combines a
face-to-face (F2F) classroom component with an appropriate
technology (p. 7). As it is seen in the previous definitions, most
authors agree on the nature of blended learning as a learning modality
that combines face-to-face and online settings. It is also evident that
blended learning has been in use for over 20 years and its meaning has
been constantly changing during this period (Sharpe et al, 2006).

2.