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1. The purpose of the study

Changes in the production and access to information generated by information and
communication technologies (ICTs) require new skills and offer cognitive and social
opportunities for the construction of knowledge and collaborative learning. As a consequence,
new literacy teaching models are required. In fact, as Area and Pessoa (2012) suggest,
“appropriation of meaning and multimedia expression are the new terms for the old concepts of
reading and writing” (p. 17). In this context, literacy implies developing not only instrumental
but also cognitive and social skills to interact with information and transform it into knowledge
in a collaborative manner. Even though online learning has increased in popularity,
applications of web-based language learning (WBLL) have not yet been matched by research in
higher education (Dalla Costa & Gava, 2009; Garcia, Gonzélez & Ramos, 2010; Sun & Chang,
2012). The purpose of this study is to analyse the impact of a blended learning project carried
out in the virtual classroom of an English Language Il university course for the collaborative
construction of knowledge in an online learning environment. The specific objectives are the
following: (a) To carry out a forum debate in the virtual classroom as a pre-writing activity, (b)
to analyse the types of collaboration and the cognitive skills employed by the students, and (c)

to carry out surveys to obtain the students' perceptions of this online activity. In the following



sections, we present a theoretical framework about the educational role of ICTs and reflect on
the implications of the collaborative construction of knowledge in WBLL environments and the
usefulness of forum debates. We also describe the research design of this study. Finally, we

present its results and limitations, pedagogical applications and future lines of research.

2. Theoretical framework

Nowadays, ICTs play an important educational role as they offer cognitive and social
opportunities for the construction of knowledge and collaborative learning. These are two
competences included in digital literacy, also called multiliteracy and new literacy by authors
who coincide that literacy requires more complex processes than the instrumental use of
technology (Area & Pessoa, 2012) .

The first cognitive opportunity offered by ICTs, the construction of knowledge, is not a
new concept. Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) already referred to the difference between
knowledge telling and knowledge construction, that is, transforming information critically.
However, this difference is specially relevant in today's society. As Area and Pessoa (2012)
explain, in the new scenario of ICTs, it becomes necessary to distinguish between information
and knowledge as data alone do not reflect the capacity to use them meaningfully. Then,
literacy represents the appropriation of cognitive abilities to interact with information and
transform it into knowledge in a critical way.

For this study, the classification of intellectual abilities proposed by Bloom (1971) was
adopted. He identified six cognitive levels: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis,
synthesis and evaluation. Each of these levels is based on the previous ones and represents a
higher order ability. Assuming that the development of critical thinking can be facilitated by the

collaborative construction of knowledge by means of forum debates, we will apply Bloom's



taxonomy to describe the levels of cognitive abilities evidenced in students' contributions to the
debate.

The second social opportunity offered by ICTs, collaborative learning, is not a new
concept either although research in this area is scarce (Egbert & Petrie, 2005; Juarez de Perona,
2007; Zheng, Warschauer & Farkas, 2013). Educational environments in which cooperation is
fostered were already present in Piaget' (1970), Bruner's (1990) and Vygotsky's (1978)
constructivist approaches. These theorists put emphasis on transforming information into
knowledge by means of a relational process (Tedesco, 2003). Therefore, knowledge is no
longer something transmitted but constructed in the interaction with others (Bruffee, 1999).

These new cognitive and social opportunities for the collaborative construction of
knowledge technological changes have generated have implications for the teaching of EFL.
First, it is necessary to analyse the changes that ICTs are producing in education and rethink the
new competences required. This implies teacher training that includes not only an instrumental
but also a pedagogic approach to ICTs and an awareness of their potential and limitations.

Second, to foster responsible participation in virtual learning environments, it is
essential to develop digital citizenship (Jenkins, 2011 in Meneses Rocha, 2013), which implies
the critical and reliable use of technology. In this sense, Area and Pessoa (2012, p. 17) refer to
“the formation of the citizen for the digital society” who acts with ethical principles to exercise
his/her freedom of expression.

Third, Warschauer (2004) maintains that it is crucial to rethink a new pedagogy for the
teaching of EFL. As students will need to communicate in English using the Internet in their
professional lives, it is necessary to develop online writing skills so they can participate in these
new communicative scenarios. In fact, the incorporation of Internet tools, such as forum
debates, to education is no longer an option but a necessity.

The forum debate constitutes a pedagogical tool that can enrich the teaching and

learning processes. It reflects constructivist concepts since it enables students: “to use



technologies for experiential learning tasks, to carry out tasks in collaboration with others, to
reflect on the process (...), and to increase control over their own learning.” (Bikowski &
Kessler, 2002, p. 28). All of these factors help increase students' motivation.

Salmons (2008, p.4) proposes a taxonomy of online collaboration that provides a
framework to understand the levels of collaboration in virtual learning environments. These
levels include: 1) dialogue (participants exchange and summarise points of view and take group
decisions), 2) peer feedback (students exchange comments to create a final version of a task), 3)
parallel collaboration (each participant completes a component of a task that is combined in a
collective final product), 4) sequential collaboration (participants work over prior contributions
and these are combined), and 5) synergic collaboration (a final product is created mixing
individual contributions). Even if students complete a project independently, if they integrate
their efforts to obtain a result, we can describe their work as collaboration, which offers

opportunities to construct knowledge.

3. Literature review

The impact of ICTs on the teaching and learning processes is an aspect to which attention has
been devoted over the last years. Several works that systematise the state of the art in relation to
ICTs in education have been published (European Commission, 2006; Drent & Meelissen, 2008
in Area, 2010). At international level, Sanchez-Upegui (2009) carried out a study on the use of
the virtual forum at Universidad Catdlica del Norte in Colombia. The results indicate that
interaction was oriented to monologic styles without a conversational structure, and messages
centered on personal response. However, one of the conclusions of this study is that the forum
constitutes a valuable tool since it eliminates time and space barriers and, if used effectively, it

fosters the collaborative construction of knowledge.



At national level, Davis, Fernandez & Mailhes (2013) investigated the construction of
knowledge by means of virtual forums in EFL teaching at UNLaM. The results revealed a
positive attitude towards the virtual forum as it enabled students and teachers to exchange
messages in a cooperative way. Such communication led to the development of writing skills.
Therefore, forums constitute one of the most cooperative virtual learning environments to
develop language skills and have a potential that should be exploited.

In the context of this study, Gava (2012) studied the collaborative construction of
knowledge by means of forums and blogs in English Language 11, at Facultad de Lenguas,
UNC. The results led to the development of a taxonomy of collaboration in forum debates and a
classification of critical thinking skills and collaboration in blogs. The author concludes that
these tools facilitate collaboration and the application of higher order skills that are relevant for

EFL learning.

4. Research design
This study was carried out in a virtual classroom of an English Language 11 course belonging to
the second year of the English Language Teaching, Translation and Licentiate programmes.
The participants were 32 students belonging to two groups of that course and two teachers.
This project constitutes a quasi-experimental study based on quantitative and qualitative
methods. For data collection, questions for the forum debate and a student survey were
designed. Before the forum debate, training in the types of collaboration and levels of cognitive
abilities for the construction of knowledge in virtual environments was provided. During the
debate, which was open for three weeks, the teachers published a question related to a syllabus
unit, Leisure and Holidays, as a pre-writing activity. The teachers' role was to moderate the
debate and summarise students' contributions. Finally, a topic for an expository essay in which

students could use the knowledge constructed in the debate was uploaded.



Once the forum debate had finished, the analysis of students' contributions was carried
out to determine the levels of collaboration and cognitive abilities used. After the students had
submitted their essays, a post-study survey was carried out to obtain the students' perceptions of

this activity.

5. Results

The analysis of the data showed that the students' contributions to the debate were indicative of
collaboration by means of online dialogue among the participants —the first level of
collaboration identified by Salmons (2008). The students constructed knowledge
collaboratively as they exchanged ideas and summarised key points. Besides, the six levels of
higher order thinking skills identified in Bloom's (1971) taxonomy were applied. The following
exchange illustrates three of the six levels: knowledge and comprehension of the topic and

application of background knowledge and personal experiences to develop main ideas.

Student 1: One of my favourite things to do in my free time is reading and, although I do it for
pleasure, | know it also contributes to my learning process as a language student. | also think
choosing how to spend our free time has a lot to do with our background and everything we
were exposed to during our childhood. For example, going back to my personal experience, |
think, probably, I like reading because | grew up in a home where everyone read a lot during

their free time.

Student 2: | also agree with the point of view regarding the role of parents. Free time is the
moment when we can do activities we enjoy. Personally, | enjoy reading and travelling. | read
throughout the year whereas | only travel on holidays. I consider both of them enrich the mind,

and also widen one’s horizons.



In addition, the students' contributions show instances of synthesis, analysis and
evaluation—the other three levels of higher order skills. As the following exchange shows, the
students analysed specific examples by making meaningful connections among reading
materials and summarising main points. The level of evaluation becomes evident as they

assessed the value of leisure time activities that contribute to intellectual and spiritual growth.

Student 3: Hello everyone, yes, participating in our communities is very important. "El
Sistema" is a kind of social project aimed at young people from poor socioeconomic and
cultural backgrounds in order to change their lives. Similarly, the Wallace Foundation also
seeks to improve the relationship youngsters have with the arts. Both of these educational

projects work towards humanitarianism.

Student 4: | agree. It seems to me that leisure time activities are indispensable. They help us
improve and foster our spiritual and moral growth. In my case, | enjoy spending my leisure
time listening to music, and contributing to Bell Ville's charitable association. From my point of
view, a day off work not always makes us lazy. As we learned in this unit, leisure is the time for
doing something useful and depends on which kind of activities we do. To summarise, it is very

interesting to see the activities that can be developed for the growth of the soul and the spirit.

As these contributions show, students constructed knowledge collaboratively by
selecting and sharing information related to the topic. Thus, the content of the forum evidenced
the participants' knowledge, their ability to comprehend the topic, apply it to a new situation,
analyse, synthesise and evaluate others' contributions.

Once the project was completed, a post-study survey consisting of closed- and open-
ended questions was administered. The students' answers show that 59% of the participants

were familiar with the use of online forums although 94% had not used them as a pre-writing



activity. Many students referred to advantages of the forum debate. For instance, most of them
said that it was very useful to learn from their classmates' contributions and improve their
writing skills. They also maintained that this debate was beneficial since there were no time or
space constrains. Some students expressed that they could learn more about digital technology
and believed that forums might be helpful for future translators. They also mentioned that this
debate was useful to learn new vocabulary. Some pointed out that this online environment was
suitable for those who are introverted and tend not to participate in face-to-face classes.
Interestingly, 72% of the participants admitted that the forum was conducive to the
development of the skills of analysis and synthesis. In general, students stressed the benefits of
using the virtual classroom, of the guiding role of the teachers, and of developing group work

skills. These are some of their opinions as regards the usefulness of the forum:

- The forum was very useful to get new ideas and different opinions and use them in my writing.
There were different ways of relating the material 1 hadn't thought of before.

- The forum helped me include new ideas in my essay and also new words, so | could improve
my vocabulary.

- It is good to exchange ideas over the Internet though a forum. It doesn't take much time to
participate and we do not have to be at a certain place to do this.

- | could not participate in the forum, but | got some ideas. | would like to participate in the
next one.

- We can analyse the topic because there are many opinions and the teachers also participate,
so the ideas are more precise and the content is better organised.

- We share detailed information and then teachers help to synthesise ideas.

- The forum was good for collaborative learning because we had to read previous posts before

we wrote our contributions. I think it was a good strategy to work in teams.



The analysis of the students' contributions and opinions shows that this online task
appears to have been conducive to the collaborative construction of knowledge by means of the
application of higher order skills and the meaningful negotiation of ideas through dialogue, key

elements in collaborative learning settings (Bruffee, 1999).

6. Conclusion

The online activity carried out enables us to state that the cognitive and social opportunities
offered by ICTs seem to favour the collaborative construction of knowledge in the context of
this study. In fact, the forum debate evidenced the first level of collaboration proposed by
Salmons (2008), dialogue, and the higher order abilities proposed by Bloom (1971). In this
activity, roles changed as the teacher was no longer the expert but the guide while students
played an active role transforming information into knowledge.

One of the limitations of this project is the twofold role of the teacher as a researcher
and participant. The participant role may influence the interpretation of results owing to
subjective perceptions of students' performance. In order to have an additional instrument to
analyse the data and triangulate results, the student survey was carried out, which enabled us to
corroborate the information obtained from the analysis of the forum.

It would be interesting to analyse the impact of forum debate on subsequent writing
tasks to determine whether the collaborative construction of knowledge evidenced in students’
contributions to the forum and surveys is also reflected in their productions.

We would like to conclude quoting Litwin (2001), an Argentinian education expert, who
synthesises the impact of ICTs on higher education: “In the same way as for a long time chalk
and boards enabled us to learn how to write, the channels of communication that are open today

enable us to help, collaborate and work with each other enriched on the basis of the



construction of communities in which it is possible to learn solidarity and the value of working

with others.”*
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