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The purpose of the present study was to investigate the interactional practices of 

Foreign language learners in an online Distance Education course.  Additionally, this 

study sought to investigate whether a relationship exists between participant interaction 

and course completion and linguistic learning outcomes.  The dissertation tracked the 

practices of 43 participants. 

The data of the study included log reports from the course website that gave 

detailed information as to what tasks each participant completed on the course website.   

These log reports were then coded and analyzed to provide insight to the overall number 

of tasks students completed, the partner with which they were interacting, the purpose of 

their tasks, the collaborative nature of their tasks and the media types participants 

preferred. 

 The purpose of this study is two-fold.  The first goal is descriptive: to gain an in-

depth understanding of how learners spend their time in an online course to better 
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understand how they use online materials and opportunities for communication to learn a 

language.  There is little known about actual student practices in DE as the majority of 

research conducted relies on self-assessment measures or assumptions. 

 Many researchers believe that communication is vital for both FL learning and 

DE learning.  However, some of the most recent studies on interaction have questioned 

whether more communication and interaction in DE is necessarily better, revealing that 

certain interactions are possibly more effective than others.  To test this assumption, this 

study employed an inferential design to investigate the relationship of tasks in the online 

learning environment to course completion and learner outcomes.  

The results of this research found three variables were significant predictors of 

both course completion and linguistic outcomes: total tasks completed, total assignments 

completed and language tasks.  Additionally, foreign language, collaborative and 

asynchronous tasks also correlated to course completion and individual tasks to linguistic 

outcomes. 

Further discussion of the research findings, along with a host of recommendations 

for further research in this field is presented for consideration. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the most important instructional elements of contemporary distance 

 education is interaction.  It is widely held that a high level of interaction is 
 desirable and positively affects the effectiveness of any distance education course 
 (Kearsley, 1995, n.p.) 

 
 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Distance Education (DE) has become an extremely popular aspect of US Foreign 

Language (FL) courses and is especially suited for Less Commonly Taught Languages 

(LCTLs) and Heritage Languages (HLs) because the populations that learn these 

languages are frequently small in number and spread across a large geographic area.  

Many learners are motivated by their ethnic identities to learn a HL, often outside of 

university settings, and the needs and interests of these non-traditional language students 

may differ significantly from the undergraduate populations most familiar to language 

researchers.   

This dissertation focuses on one such non-traditional DE environment—a 

beginning language course, Norwegian Online (NorOn).  To investigate how these non-

traditional language students interact online, this study tracks 43 non-credit learners 

participating in a six-week, beginning-level DE language course.  By examining data on 

communicative tasks embedded in a course, we can better understand how learners use 

the online materials, their preferences for frequency of participation, communicative 

contexts (e.g., forums, chats) and their preferences towards interaction types.  Within a 

FL context, we can then determine if these communicative tasks contribute to FL 
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learning.  This research will expand our knowledge of non-traditional students as a means 

to model the teaching and learning strategies effective in this under-researched 

instructional setting. 

 Distance Education is now a force so strong that it is driving the growth of higher 

education; recent statistics report over one million students enrolled in a distance course 

at the end of 2004 (Carnevale, 2005). DE has transitioned from a highly individualized 

form of instruction to encouraging students to collaborate with both their classmates and 

their instructor (Chen, 2002); the National Education Association (Waits & and Lewis, 

2003) found that 90% of DE courses use asynchronous communication and 43% use 

synchronous communication. Consequently, it would seem that a natural progression in 

DE research is also to examine the collaborative environment which students are 

encouraged to participate in. 

 Despite its steady growth, DE has been associated with significantly greater 

attrition when compared to traditional face-to-face environments (Cohen & Ellis, 2003).  

Students are often drawn to the flexibility of this new form of learning, although many 

are unprepared for the demands and differences of this environment.  As interest for 

distance learning increases, so does the need to develop programs that meet the needs of a 

new student population in an online environment.  FL learning at a distance creates a 

dually challenging environment in which it is vital to interact, both for learning 

outcomes, but also because it aids in a strong sense of community, and limits isolation, 

which are essential elements for student persistence. 
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 The purpose of this study is two-fold.  The first goal is descriptive: to gain an in-

depth understanding of how learners spend their time in an online course to better 

understand how they use online materials and opportunities for communication to learn a 

language. Many researchers believe that communication is vital for both FL learning 

(Hatch, 1978; Long, 1980, Swain, 1995) and DE learning (Kearsley, 1995; Jiang & Ting, 

2000; Moore, 1993; Fulford & Zhang, 1993).  However, there is little known about actual 

student practices in DE, as the majority of research conducted relies on self-assessment 

measures.  Even less is known about FL learners in this learning context. 

 This study concerns a non-traditional environment in which students take an 

active role in determining which and how many tasks are most beneficial for their 

language development, as well as the speed at which they are comfortable progressing.  

In most academic environments, unlike the one in this study, learners are given specific 

guidelines as to how they need to interact in the course.  Instructor assessment is often 

based on the frequency of interaction, and learners are limited to interacting in the way 

that the instructor finds suitable for the course (e.g., “to receive an A in this course, you 

must post 3 questions in the course forum and conduct one 

 chat session per week”).   Therefore, this study offers the opportunity to understand 

actual learner preferences, independent of instructor expectations. 

 The second goal of the study is inferential: it investigates the possible benefits 

these interactions have on course completion and academic achievement.  Recent 

technological advancements, specifically the use of Computer Mediated Communication 

(CMC), have made interactions easier, more efficient, and more meaningful. Despite the 
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widely held belief that communication and interaction between students and between 

students and instructor can positively influence the quality of DE (Roblyer & Ekhaml, 

2000), there has been little empirical research investigating FL interactions in a DE 

context. In addition, some of the most recent studies on interaction have questioned 

whether more communication and interaction in DE is necessarily better, revealing that 

certain interactions are possibly more effective than others (Kearsley, 1999).  By looking 

at specific elements of interaction (e.g., the type of media learners prefer, the types of 

tasks they opt to complete, the number of tasks learners complete), we are better able to 

understand the types of interactions that are most beneficial for learners. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

 This project is an exploratory study seeking to develop an in-depth picture of how 

FL learners interact in an online, DE environment.  Additionally, it will investigate the 

relationship between interactional practices and course completion and linguistic 

outcomes by seeking answers to three research questions.  

 Research Question 1:  How do foreign language learners spend time in an online  

 environment?  

 This question examines interactional practices of learners in numerous ways, 

including the total number of tasks participants completed, the number of tasks 

completed per week, total number of assignments completed, interactional partner 

communicated with, the interactional purpose of the task, the collaborative nature of the 

task, and the various media used. 
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 The second and third Research Questions were intended to determine whether the 

variables examined in Research Question One, concerning the interactional practices of 

learners, are related to course completion and linguistic outcomes. 

 Research Question 2: What is the relationship between the interactional practices 

 of foreign language learners and course completion? 

 

Research Question 3: What is the relationship between the interactional 

 practices of foreign language learners and linguistic outcomes? 

 Both questions examined the total number of tasks completed, total number of 

assignments completed, interactional partner communication, the interactional purpose of 

the task, the collaborative nature of the task, and the various media used.  In order to 

answer these research questions, the following methodology, procedures, and analyses 

were used. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 The findings from this study have both theoretical and pedagogical significance.   

First, this study adds to the field of FL acquisition, specifically how the theories of SLA 

are applicable to novice level learners of a DE course.  Additionally, this study adds to 

the recent growing body of research on interaction in DE and closely examines how this 

interaction possibly affects learning outcomes and course completion. Taken together, 

this study sheds light on a growing body of students, namely FL learners at a distance. 
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DISSERTATION OUTLINE 

This chapter has provided a general overview of the dissertation, specifically in 

regard to interaction in foreign language and distance education.  Chapter Two offers a 

review of the previous research that is used as a theoretical foundation for this study with 

specific attention to course completion, including development of DE as well as CMC 

and FLL.  Chapter Three contains a detailed description of the quantitative methods of 

inquiry used in the study, including the research design, measures, data collection and 

analysis procedures.  Chapter Four presents the findings of the study and each finding 

will be followed by a discussion.  Finally, Chapter Five presents a summary and 

discussion of the findings, including the outcomes of the research, the limitations of the 

study, and a discussion of the pedagogical implications of the findings, including 

recommendations for encouraging interaction in DE courses and recommendations for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

INTRODUCTION�

 This chapter presents a summary of the relevant literature on Foreign Language 

(FL) and Distance Education (DE) interaction.  Interactionist theories in FL (Hatch, 

1978; Long, 1980) and DE (Moore, 1990; Moore & Kearsley, 1996) posit that learning 

is enhanced through social interaction.  In addition to interaction, increased input 

(Krashen, 1985) and output (Swain, 1995) have also been recognized as essential 

factors in FL learning outcomes.   

 Research in DE interaction is still emerging as technologies expand our 

pedagogical capabilities. Research in this area emphasizes that interaction plays a 

primary role in determining the quality of DE (Fulford & Zhang, 1993; Roblyer & 

Ekhalm, 2000). Recent studies also suggest that interactive tasks may lead to higher 

rates of course completion (Northrup, 2002; Restauri, 2006; Tello, 2002). Although 

this study is situated within FL theories, much of the research outlined in this chapter 

comes from the field of DE.  Additionally, it addresses the overlap between FL and 

DE interaction by examining how Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) 

supports the goals of FL learning, and how the effect of CMC use varies considerably 

between Face-to-Face (F2F) and DE settings.

 

FOREIGN LANGUAGE INTERACTION 

 The present study investigates FL interaction, which has been a central focus of 

SLA research since the 1980s (de Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 2005).  Because there is 
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little agreement in the field on any one theory, I will begin with an overview of the 

four most relevant Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theories for this study: 

Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf, 2000; Hall, 1993; Swain, 2000, 

Warschauer, 1997), Interactionist theories (Hatch, 1978; Long, 1983; Pica, 1987), the 

Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985), and the Output Hypothesis (Swain, 1985).  Each of 

these theories developed out of a growing discontent in the field of FL Education 

emphasizing rote grammar instruction, resulting in the competence of grammatical 

structures, but not in communicative acts.  Each of these theories recognizes the vital 

role communication plays in FL learning.  However, each has its own perspective as to 

how FL learning is enhanced through communicative acts.  These four theories offer 

different explanations on exactly when and how learning takes place, and what the 

most fundamental aspect of language learning is.   

 Interactionist theories have highlighted the importance of Vygotsky’s socio-

cultural, constructivist beliefs essentially stating that language is rule-governed, and 

learned through interacting with others (Hatch, 1978; Long, 1983; Pica, 1987).  In 

contrast, the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985) and the Output Hypothesis (Swain, 

1985) have focused on nativist approaches to explaining the language learning 

process, attributing language learning as an innate skill. 

 

Interactionist Theories 

 Many pedagogical approaches used in Face-to-Face (F2F) classroom learning 

draw their basic guiding principles from research that has extolled the role of 

interaction in Second Language Acquisition.  Hatch (1978) changed the direction of 
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SLA research by suggesting that interactions offer more than simply a forum in which 

to practice specific grammatical forms (de Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 2005).  She argued 

that interactions should be examined in the context of their social process, 

“…language learning evolves out of learning how to carry on conversations” (404).  

So, while much of the research in the field of SLA suggested that a learner should 

master a form and then practice that form through conversation, Hatch maintained that 

learners acquire grammatical structures from first learning how to communicate. 

 A number of other studies developed based on Hatch’s insights, the most 

applicable being Long’s (1980) Interactional Hypothesis (de Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 

2005).  Long (1980) believed that learning occurs when attempting to communicate in 

the target language; students learn from the process of interacting.  His hypothesis 

states that negotiation of meaning is what has the greatest impact on acquisition.  

When negotiating meaning, learners do everything from asking for clarifications, 

receiving feedback, conducting comprehension checks, shifting topics, and repeating 

the language.  This process draws the learner’s attention to the mismatch between the 

conversational partner’s input and the learner’s output. In summary, Long believes the 

key for successful language development is the process that the learner goes through 

when they receive input.   

 

Input Hypothesis 

 In contrast to Interactionists’ views of language being a learned skill, nativists, 

such as Krashen (1985), believe that humans are programmed to take in new language, 

that learning language is an innate ability. Krashen maintains that language acquisition 
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follows a natural order that learners will eventually master, so as long as learners are 

always given input that challenges them to the next level, they will understand the 

meaning of the FL, and eventually will master the forms of the language as well. 

 In order to accomplish this natural progression, Krashen believes FL 

instruction should mimic first language acquisition and that formal learning settings 

should mirror that of natural (non-academic) environments (Terrell, 1982).  Krashen’s 

theories are outlined in his “Monitor Model” which includes five hypotheses at the 

core of this theory, summarized here:  

 First is the acquisition/learning hypothesis.  This asserts the separation of 

acquisition from learning; acquisition is seen as a ‘natural’ process, where there is no 

conscious focusing on linguistic forms.  Learning, on the other hand, is a conscious, 

‘unnatural’ process, marked by conscious knowledge of the rules of grammar.  

Secondly, the monitor hypothesis claims that learned knowledge can function only as 

an ‘editor’ or ‘monitor’ for output. Next, the input hypothesis states that the most 

important factor in the development of second or foreign language proficiency is the 

learner’s exposure to the TL, which he explains should be language that is one step 

ahead of the learner’s current stage of comprehension, frequently abbreviated as i + 1 

(input plus one).  Fourth, the natural order hypothesis claims that acquisition takes 

place in a predictable order and is unaffected by instruction.  Finally, the affective 

filter hypothesis provides reason for learners’ varying success.  This suggests that 

acquisition can only happen if conditions are optimal (such as the acquirer being 

motivated, having self-confidence and a good self-image, and a low anxiety level). 

Krashen’s Monitor Model highlights the necessity of input.  He further suggests that 
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instructors need to ensure that learners are given input appropriate for their language 

level in order to maximize language acquisition. 

 

Output Hypothesis 

 Also a nativist, but on the other end of the spectrum, Swain (1995) believes 

that input is not sufficient for the development of language abilities.  Swain’s Output 

Hypothesis has drawn attention to the importance of learners’ production of the FL.  

According to Swain (1995), acquisition is achieved by producing the FL, which 

increases learner fluency by giving opportunities for students to experiment with the 

language and get feedback from other learners.  Students then notice a ‘gap’ in what 

they are able to say and what they want to say.  The key for successful language 

learning, in this framework then, is the explicit attention given to productive language 

skills (speaking and writing). 

 More recently, Swain (2000) uses the term “collaborative dialogue” in lieu of 

“output”.  Swain believes that dialogue provides learners with an opportunity to use 

language and to reflect on language use.  This adaptation draws on Vygotsky’s 

Sociocultural theory, specifically that individual behavior originates from interaction 

with others. 

 

Sociocultural Theory 

 According to Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural theory, all learning is situated in 

interaction or mediation between humans.  A theory originally developed in 

educational psychology, this theory is the foundation from which a number of SLA 
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theorists built an understanding of how language is learned.  In brief terms, his theory 

states that development is a combination of interaction with people and the tools that 

the culture provides to help form their own view of the world.  

 The Sociocultural theory posits that learning cannot be separated from the 

context in which it takes place, as Vygotsky explains here:

Every function in the child's cultural development appears twice: first, on the 
 social level and, later on, on the individual level; first, between people 
 (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies 
 equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of 
 concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between 
 individuals. (1978, 57) 

 

At the core of this theory is the notion that learning cannot be done in isolation.  

Learning must be within a social context. 

 Vygotsky also distinguishes between the developmental level already attained 

(what a learner can do without assistance), and the level of potential development 

reached by “problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (1978, 86).  Vygotsky refers to this as the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD).  The ZPD implies that a learner is in the process of mastering 

certain structures, and this higher level of development can only be achieved through 

collaboration with others.  In order for the ZPD to function properly, two aspects must 

be included: subjectivity and scaffolding.  Subjectivity is the process by which two 

individuals arrive at a shared understanding when first having a different 

understanding.  Scaffolding is when the support of the peer is gradually lessened. 

 Sociocultural theory, a general learning theory (not specific for learning 

languages), focuses on the importance of collaboration for cognitive development.  It 
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has been widely applied to studies in the field of SLA by researchers (e.g., Lantolf, 

2000).  Its application being that language learners advance to higher levels of 

linguistic competence when they collaborate and interact with speakers who are more 

knowledgeable than they are. 

 

 In summary, many researchers agree that interaction is at the core of language 

acquisition.  However, Carroll (2001) reminds us that it is still unclear as to what 

exactly interaction provides, and if it is anything more than practice.  Additional 

uncertainties center around whether interaction should be viewed as one-way (Input or 

Output Hypothesis) or two-way (Interactionist theories).  Finally, there is still 

uncertainty to whether one-way theories (Input Hypothesis and Output Hypothesis) or 

two-way theories (Interactionist theories and Sociocultural theory) have the dominant 

influence on language acquisition.  Regardless of this uncertainty, Chapelle (1997) 

believes that the majority of researchers “of instructed SLA would agree on the value 

of learner interaction for language development whether they take a cognitive (Gass, 

2003) or, more recently, a Sociocultural perspective toward interaction (Lantolf, 

2001)” (595). 

 This study is most concerned with FL exchanges within a DE course.  By a 

close examination of how students are interacting in a course, it is possible to test 

which of the four theories (Interactionist theories, The Input Hypothesis, The Output 

Hypothesis, and the Sociocultural theory) is most significant to their learning, and thus 

further our understanding of SLA theories in the context of a DE course.  This can be 

done by a thorough an examination of how much language is learned through 
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productive and receptive tasks or the combined effect of collaborative tasks, and 

comparing this to how the number of individual tasks aid in the development of 

learning.  Having established a basis from which our understanding of FL interaction 

is built, I will now discuss the background literature of Distance Education and 

Foreign Language interaction. 

 

DISTANCE EDUCATION 

 Defined by Desmond Keegan (1995), DE is the separation of teacher and 

learner, freeing the student from the necessity of traveling to “a fixed place, at a fixed 

time, to meet a fixed person, in order to be trained” (7).  While most researchers 

understand distance as a physical separation as Keegan describes, Moore’s 

Transactional Distance Theory (1993) explains “distance” as more of a state of mind.  

For Moore, as explained by Stein et al. (2005), distance is something that can be 

minimized and is the result of a “psychological and communication gap that is a 

function of the interplay among structure, dialogue, and autonomy” (106).  Stein et al. 

further explain Moore’s theory:
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…a high structure and low dialogue result in greater transactional distance and 
more responsibility on the part of the learner to be autonomous in order to 
succeed.  Transactional distance is lessened in courses with high levels of 
dialogue and little predetermined structure because learners receive ongoing 
guidance from instructors and are able to modify instructional materials to 
meet their needs. (106) 

Moore believes that when students have great interest in their learning and are engaged 

in a meaningful dialogue with their instructors, there is very little distance between 

them, despite the physical separation.  

 
Evolution of Distance Education 

 As new technologies have become available over the past century, many 

programs have implemented new features or altered their programs completely to 

allow for increased interaction with fellow classmates and more timely feedback from 

and communication with instructors to account for both physical and psychological 

separation.  To account for these developments, DE courses are discussed in terms of 

five models, referred to as generations (Taylor, 2001): (1) Correspondence, (2) Multi-

media, (3) Tele-learning, (4) Flexible learning and, (5) the Intelligent Flexible 

Learning model.  These five models are outlined in Table 2.1.  

 The evolution of program delivery in DE courses began with the first 

generation model, typically referred to as the correspondence model.  With its roots in 

Sweden, this model dates back to 1833 and was first used in 1873 in the US.  This 

model connected instructor and student through print material lessons sent through the 

postal service. Communication and feedback between learner and instructor were 
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minimal and took considerable time; communication between classmates was, for the 

most part, non-existent.  This model is almost 200 years old, but is still a very common 

instructional model despite more progressive online instructors believing that this “old 

passive/lecture paradigm, …[is] even more deadly from a distance than in person” 

(Parker, 1999, 13). 

 

Table 2.1: Models of Distance Education  

Generation/ 
Model # 

Name Learner-
Instructor 
Interaction 

Learner-
Learner 

Interaction 

Media 

 
First 

 
Correspondence 

Model 
 

 
Extremely 

limited 

 
Non-existent 

 
Print 

 
Second 

 

 
Multi-media 

Model 
 

 
Extremely 

limited 

 
Non-existent 

 
Print 

 
Third 

 
Tele-Learning 

Model 

 
Varied, but 

usually 
limited 

 

 
Somewhat 

varied, 
usually 
limited 

 
Synchronous 

Audio/ 
video 

conferencing 
 

 
Fourth 

 
Flexible Learning 

Model 

 
Prioritized 

 
Prioritized 

 
Variety of 

Synchronous & 
Asynchronous 

CMC 
 

 
Fifth 

 
Intelligent 

Flexible Learning 
Model 

 

 
Prioritized 

 
Prioritized 

 
Variety of 

Synchronous & 
Asynchronous 

CMC 
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The second generation of DE began as early as the 1920s and was referred to 

as the Multi-media model.  This model still relied on print materials, but integrated 

radio, audiotape, and eventually videotape and computer-based learning (Boyle, 1995).  

Communication challenges between learner and instructor and among learners 

remained the same as first generation courses.  And, likely because both first and 

second generation courses are relatively inexpensive to develop, both are still 

prevalent and still criticized for lack of interactivity (Parker, 1999). 

 The third generation of DE, the tele-learning model, was the first model 

emphasizing the importance of technology (Boyle, 1995). This model used 

synchronous audio and visual conferencing, and TV and radio broadcasts.  

Communication between learners and instructor was made easier and took much less 

time.  In this model, learners would often be situated in one or more rooms, separated 

physically from the instructor and some or all of their fellow classmates. Despite some 

advancement, Taylor (2001) notes that this limited interaction to a specific time, place 

and pace and ultimately limited its flexibility.  

As educational trends in F2F classrooms began to shift to a more student-

centered learning environment, DE courses also gave students a more active role in 

their learning process.  This brought about the fourth generation model, the flexible 

learning environment, which is an internet-based program utilizing interactive multi-

media and CMC.  In this model, a high level of student participation is usually 

expected, and a wide range of activities in addition to the traditional text materials are 

used to promote active learning. 

 Taylor (2001) points out that although many institutions have just begun to 
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implement fourth generation programs, the fifth generation is already evolving.  

Known as the Intelligent Flexible Learning Environment, it is based on many of the 

same principles as the fourth generation, but due to newer technological capabilities it 

offers institutions a more cost-efficient model as it has the potential to decrease costs 

significantly with higher enrollment.  This model specifically implements an 

automated response system that is used in part to respond to student inquiries on a 

“one-to-many basis,” but not individually.  It reduces the “need for direct human 

interaction in the teaching and learning process” (7). Taylor believes that this model 

“has the potential to provide students with a valuable, personalized pedagogical 

experience at a noticeably lower cost than traditional approaches to distance education 

and conventional face-to-face education” (8).  Proponents of this model underscore 

that this model dramatically cuts per-student costs, a frequent concern of institutions 

for both F2F and DE courses.  But because this model is so new, it is not known 

whether decreased human interaction will affect learning.  

Due to the nature of these last two models, both are also frequently referred to 

as online learning, internet-based learning, web-based courses, etc.  Both are built on 

the principle that interaction is vital for distance learning. As Annand (2004) reasoned, 

these two models “allowed learners and instructor to be separated in both time and 

distance (and often times pace), and yet still maintain interaction forms that in essence 

reflected those that occur (at least ideally) in traditional university classrooms” (6).  

 Despite DE’s long history in terms of implementation, research in the field was 

not widespread until the 1960s and 1970s. The initial concern at that time was learner 

outcomes, specifically disadvantages from the F2F classroom. These studies, referred 
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to as Media Comparison Studies (MCS) specifically compared learner outcomes in 

online to F2F courses.  This trend dominated the research until the mid-1990s, when 

Russell (1997 & 1999) collected the results of 248 MCS (Clark, 1983, 1985, 1994; 

Kozma, 1994; Knowlton, 1964) (and later in 2001 he expanded this to 355) conducted 

by other researchers, and thus each study uses different methodologies.  

Russell’s research, known as the No Significant Difference Phenomenon 

(1999), is a large body of literature, taken together, that has not found a significant 

difference between the two modes of delivery (and included each type of DE program 

model and numerous content areas including courses in the humanities, social and 

physical sciences, etc.).  In other words, student outcomes in DE courses were not 

better or worse than their F2F counterparts; both were equally effective. This research 

has reassured instructors and institutions that each should be regarded as different 

modes of delivery, each with similar student learning outcomes.  This marked a point 

when the theory shifted to a more in depth investigation of DE, and it became less 

common to compared the use of technology with context in which it was not used.  

One of the areas of research that gained a significant amount of attention was that of 

interaction in online courses (fourth and fifth generation models).  A more recent 

compilation of MCS studies (Meyer, 2002) has been published focusing on studies in 

1999-2001.  The results of this study mirror that of Russell’s. 

 

Interaction in Distance Education 

Despite the widely held belief that communication and interaction between 

learners and learners and instructor can positively influence the quality of DE (Roblyer 
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& Ekhaml, 2000), there has been little empirical research investigating FL interactions 

in an online, DE context (fourth or fifth generation models). Although interaction has 

long been recognized as an essential factor in FL learning outcomes, research in DE 

interaction is still emerging as technologies expand our pedagogical capabilities, and 

our understanding of what interaction can incorporate is still developing. 

 

Definition of Interaction in Distance Education 

Distance Education Interaction research is still a new field, so much so that 

even though there have been a number of studies conducted, there has not been a 

consensus in the field as to what interaction entails.  Muirhead (2000) notes that 

distance educators have struggled with how to describe concepts including interaction 

clearly.  For the purpose of this study, it is important to understand how the term 

interaction will be used. 

This study combines Wagner’s (1994) definition of DE interaction as 

“reciprocal events requiring two objects and two actions.  Interactions occur when 

these objects and events mutually influence one another” (8).  And because this study 

is also rooted in SLA theories, it takes into account Vygotsky’s (1978) Sociocultural 

theory that learning is a social process.  Thus, this study focuses on the interaction 

between humans, and does not go into the affects of interaction with content or media.  

While many studies also use the term interactivity, Wagner differentiates interaction 

(human contributions) from interactivity (technological capabilities).   
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Distance Education and Face-to-Face Interaction 

Distance Education Interaction has much in common with interaction in a F2F 

environment, but because students are physically separated from each other and their 

instructor, the interaction that takes place in DE courses can often be more 

challenging than that in a classroom.  Moore and Kearsley (1996) overview the main 

ways in which interaction in DE is different from F2F learning:  

 (1) Instructors are limited in terms of seeing students’ reactions.  

 (2) Teaching effectiveness is highly dependent on how well one incorporates 

 technology into course design. 

(3) Learners may need more encouragement and more attention needs to be 

given to students’ feelings and motivation. 

 (4) Students may need more time to test unfamiliar approaches. 

 (5) Most DE courses involve more than one expert- frequently they involve a 

 collaboration of technical experts, tutors, and other support staff in addition to  

the lead instructor. 

 

Distance Education Interaction Research 

Much of the recent research on DE interaction highlights the primary role 

interaction (FL or otherwise) has in determining the quality of the DE program 

(Fulford & Zhang, 1993; Roblyer & Ekhalm, 2000) and that interaction positively 

affects the effectiveness of DE courses (Kearsley, 1999), as interaction lessens the 

psychological distance, even though physical distance can be great.  Several studies 

also suggest that interactive tasks may lead to greater learner satisfaction as well as 
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higher rates of course completion (Northrup, 2002; Restauri, 2006; Tello, 2002). Chen 

(2002) notes that DE is moving from a highly individualized form of instruction to 

encouraging students to collaborate and work together under the direction of an 

instructor.  As such, it would seem that a natural progression in DE research is also to 

examine the collaborative tasks learners complete under the facilitation of their 

instructors. 

Many researchers once believed that a higher level of communication and 

interaction in DE was automatically superior to courses with little interaction.  

However, recent studies have begun to question such generalized assumptions of DE 

learning.  Kearsley (1999) explains this further: 

While it is widely held that a high level of interaction is desirable and 
positively affects the effectiveness of education, it is not clear from the 
research or evaluation data that interaction improves the quality of instruction 
in most distance education programs.  (n.p.) 

 

 To better understand the complexities of interaction in DE and its possible 

effects on student learning, Kearsley (1995) has called for research isolating specific 

dimensions of interaction, noting a specific need for descriptive studies that provide a 

clear picture of interactivity as it currently exists.  He goes on to explain that essential 

areas of inquiry would include investigating whether frequency of interaction is a 

meaningful measure of interaction, and whether interaction affects learning outcomes 

or retention.  Additional support of this call to action comes from Thurmond and 

Wamback (2004), who address the need of furthering research in interaction, 

specifically to assess the effectiveness of interaction. 
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 The vast majority of research in DE interaction is discussed in terms of the 

partner with which one is interacting (e.g., Learner-Instructor vs. Learner-Learner).  

Recent studies have also investigated what role interaction purpose (e.g., social vs. 

technical/administrative) plays in the online learning experience. 

 

Interaction Partner 

 Four types of interaction in DE courses have been widely discussed in the 

literature (Sherry, Fulford & Zhang, 1998; Moore and Kearsley 1996; Kirby, 1999, 

Rourke, et. al 2001).  Moore and Kearsley (1996) identified the initial three types of 

interaction: (1) Learner-Instructor Interaction (LII) (e.g., a student working with the 

instructor), (2) Learner-Learner Interaction (LLI) (e.g., a student working with another 

student or a group of students), and (3) Learner-Content Interaction (e.g., a student 

working through the course materials). A fourth type of interaction, (4) Learner-

Interface Interaction (e.g., a student navigating through the course management 

system), was later identified by Hillman (1994).  These four types of interaction are 

illustrated in Table 2.2. 

 

Learner-Content & Learner-Interface Interaction 

 Learner-Content Interaction was the primary interaction type investigated 

during the first two generations of DE as students primarily interacted with the course 

materials.  It should be noted that because many DE programs use an online Learning 

Management System (LMS), Learner-Content Interaction is difficult to separate from 

Learner-Interface Interaction.  Because the aim of the current study is to specifically 
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examine human interactions, neither Learner-Content nor Learner-Interface 

Interaction are explored in depth. 

 

Table 2.2: Interaction Partner Types�

 
 
 
                      ⇔ 

 
Learner-Content Interaction 

  
                   ⇔ 
                

 
Learner-Interface Interaction 

 
 
                                  ⇔ 

 
Learner-Instructor Interaction (LII) 

  
 
                            ⇔ 
 

 
Learner-Learner Interaction (LLI) 

 

Learner-Instructor Interaction 

 It is not surprising that several studies found significant value in 

communication between learner and instructor. Gutierrez (2000) explains that 

although the role of and interactions with the instructor are different from a F2F 

course, they (role of and interactions with) continue to be an essential part of the 

learning experience. Twigg (2002) further describes this point here:  

In many cases, human contact is necessary for more than just learning content. 
Encouragement, praise, and assurance that they are on the right learning path 
are also critical feedback components, helping students get through rough 
times and keep on working. Knowing that someone is there to help when they 
get stuck and to get them moving again gives students the confidence that they 
can succeed. (15)  
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Research on Learner-Instructor interaction has revealed that students perceive 

interactions between learners and instructors as equal to, if not better than, interactions 

in F2F classes (Lenhart et al., 2001).  In comparing large F2F lecture classes (100-160 

learners) to large DE classes, students reported feeling that interactions were more 

frequent and more meaningful in the DE environment.  Additionally, Jiang and Ting’s 

(1998) study reported that the quality and quantity of instructor interactions positively 

correlated to perceived learning (Jiang & Ting, 1998), and finally that students who 

felt they knew their instructor participated more actively in group discussions 

(Thurmond et al., 2002). 

 

Learner-Learner Interaction 

 Early DE program models gave few opportunities for interactions among 

classmates, interactions were almost exclusively between learner and instructor.  

However, several recent studies have highlighted the impact of Learner-Learner 

Interaction (LLI) in DE.  Moore and Kearsley (1996) found that LLI contributes to 

learning.  Two recent studies, Fredericksen et al. (2000) and LaPointe and 

Gunawardena (2004), found a significant relationship between peer interaction 

correlated to perceived learning outcomes and overall course satisfaction.  Jiang & 

Ting (2000) also found that learning outcomes were related to both the quantity and 

quality of online discussions and to the value instructors place on this interaction.  

 While working with peers can help DE students overcome psychological 

isolation (Trentin, 1998), not all students have positive attitudes towards working with 

fellow students.  In a recent study by Thurmond et al. (2002), students who were 
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required to collaborate with fellow students on a project reported less satisfaction with 

the course.  It is likely that students find it challenging to complete course 

assignments with conflicting schedules. It is also likely that students understand that 

by emphasizing learner-learner interaction it “saves expensive faculty time” (Twigg 

2002, 28) and as a result, students possibly do not see the pedagogical value of such 

interactions. 

 

Interaction Purpose 

Although the most widely discussed area of DE interaction is described in 

terms of the partner with whom one is interacting, an increasing number of studies 

have investigated the purpose of interactions.  A number of studies have investigated 

the role of productive and receptive interaction, but Hao’s (2004) is the only study that 

measures students’ attitudes towards four types of interactive tasks: (1) instructional 

(anything considered to be content-centered), (2) affective (social), (3) collaborative 

(productive), and (4) vicarious (receptive). Her study found that students liked 

instructional interaction most and liked vicarious interaction least.  But because this 

study is based on perceptions of interaction (not practices), it is not certain which 

students actually engage in the most. 

Contradictory to what one might expect, research has yet to show that 

completion of fewer productive tasks leads to decreased learner outcomes. In fact, just 

the opposite might be true. Haalen and Miller’s (1994) study found that more 

interactivity (defined in their study by the number of phone calls students made) did 

not positively correlate to greater learner outcomes.  Their data showed that students 
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who interacted very infrequently and those interacting very frequently had a lower 

gain score than those who were somewhere in the middle.  Similarly, Beaudoin 

(2002), found that students who are highly interactive do not get better grades.  

Beaudoin (2002) explains this point further: 

In considering how learning occurs…it may be assumed that learning 
correlates closely to what is visible (e.g., students’ written words that appear on 
the monitor).  It may also be concluded that if there is no visible online 
activity, then little or no learning is likely to occur.  This parallels somewhat 
the situation in traditional classroom venues where instructors note that some 
students are passive and nonparticipatory, sometimes to the point of not even 
appearing for classes.  Yet, despite doubts about how much these students are 
learning and how well they will do on assignments and exams, many of these 
same students eventually manage to do quite well academically, regardless of 
their lack of active face-to-face participation. (2002, n.p.) 
 

Freeman and Anderson (2007) label learners who actively receive interactions, 

but those who do not actively contribute as “lurkers.”  Lurkers do not always do well 

in online classes because assessment is often times calculated differently in DE 

courses, with a much higher percentage allotted to participation, specifically 

productive output, either written or oral.  In practice, this means that a large part of 

student grades is based on the frequency of postings made in the forum (e.g., to 

receive an A in the course, a student must post a question or reply to another question 

once daily), the number of chat sessions attended, (e.g., to receive an A in the course, a 

student must attend one chat session weekly), etc. (Parker, 1999). Jiang & Ting (1998) 

found that the grade and expectations given for online participation were positively 

correlated to perceived student learning. 
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LANGUAGE LEARNING AND COMPUTER MEDIATED 

COMMUNICATION 

 In addition to interaction types, interaction can also be divided into categories 

of the type of media used because technologies provide differing degrees of interaction 

(Simonson et. al, 2006).  While older generation models of DE utilize everything from 

radio and TV broadcasts, research on fourth and fifth generation courses primarily 

discuss the use of Synchronous Computer Mediated Communication (SCMC) and 

Asynchronous Computer Mediated Communication (ACMC).  

 Research is growing in popularity within F2F FL settings where a portion of a 

F2F class uses CMC.  Amongst the most relevant findings for this study, research has 

demonstrated that the use of both SCMC and ACMC with F2F FL learners increases 

linguistic input and output (Abrams, 2003; Beauvois, 1995, 1998; Kern, 1995; Chun, 

1994; Kelm, 1992), triggers a high level of situational and task motivation (Meunier, 

1998), reduces anxiety (Beauvois, 1995; Kern, 1995), creates a discourse community 

(Beauvois, 1995), and acts as a communication equalizer (Warschauer, 1996).  

Findings from these studies, outlined below, add to the understanding of how language 

learning is aided by new technologies. 

 

Linguistic Input and Output in Computer Mediated Communication 

 Through the use of technology, specifically CMC, an environment is created 

that encourages FL interaction (Salaberry, 1996).  As presented earlier in this chapter, 

research in SLA has revealed that interaction, including input and output, is crucial to 

the language learning process.  As a result, findings that CMC use increases linguistic 



 29 

input (Beauvois 1998, 1995, Kern 1995, Chun 1994, Kelm 1992) of F2F FL learners 

have had a profound impact on FL teaching.  Additionally, Beauvois (1998) found that 

output (both quality and quantity) was much greater in the CMC delivery mode than 

the F2F classroom. This eventually led to increased oral exam scores, which she 

believes is due to the nature of CMC acting as “conversations in slow motion” (198), 

allowing students time to reflect and compose critically before communicating, unlike 

that of the F2F setting where students frequently feel put on the spot. 

 

Computer Mediated Communication and Motivation 

 Some studies have investigated the link between motivation and CMC.  

Beauvois (1995) investigated attitudes and motivation in chatrooms as a way of 

emphasizing social aspects of language learning. Participants in her study reported a 

stress-free language learning environment, and “freedom from having to produce 

target language in someone else’s timeframe, [this] seemed to release the students to 

create meaningful, more accurate, and even playful conversations with their classmates 

and instructor” (182).  This freedom led to an eventual feeling of increased motivation.  

Students reported greater confidence in using the language because they felt able to 

write more freely, without deliberating concern with errors. 

 Additional inquiry into the role of motivation has been investigated by Meunier 

(1998) whose study addressed the role of situational (including anxiety and comfort, 

risk-taking, sociability and teaching styles) and task motivation.  These two types of 

motivation (Brown, 1994) are an expansion of FL motivational theory first suggested 

and widely accepted by Gardner and Lambert (1972), namely the distinction between 
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instrumental and integrative.  Meunier’s study of third-year French and German 

students found that CMC triggers a high level of situational and task motivation; 

participants found themselves intrinsically and socially motivated by discussions.  Her 

findings confirmed many of Beauvouis’, but additionally found that students were 

motivated by CMC as it aids in sustaining discussion in the TL and encourages 

participation from students who do not normally speak in class. 

Finally, one area of motivation research has been linked to self-regulation 

strategies, which are seen as a vital component for DE (Ley, K. & Young, D. 2001). 

Chang (2005) found that the application of self-regulatory strategies within web-based 

instruction can improve learners’ motivation perception, specifically with regard to 

learners’ intrinsic goal orientation, perception of task value, control of learning beliefs 

and self-efficacy for learning performance. 

 

Computer Mediated Communication as Communication Equalizer 

 Communication is a vital part of the language learning process.  However, 

communication can easily be dominated F2F by individual students.  By comparing 16 

advanced ESL students in F2F to CMC environments, Warschauer (1996) investigated 

the differences in participation in the two settings, examining the use of CMC as an 

equalizer of participation.  He found that in addition to increased participation among 

students in CMC settings, there was a specific increase of participation in students 

who aren’t as verbal in the classroom. 
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Low Stress and Anxiety-Reduced Environment in Computer Mediated 

Communication 

 Research has shown that stress and anxiety impede FL production and 

achievement (Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986; Horwitz & Young, 1991; Crookall & 

Oxford, 1991; Krashen, 1985).  Beauvois (1995) and Kern (1995) found that many 

students preferred a CMC environment to a F2F environment because they could 

produce language on their own time.  CMC also allowed learners the freedom to 

communicate when they felt prepared.  The researchers believe this gave learners an 

opportunity to reflect before they needed to produce language.  Meunier (1998) found 

that anxiety was high initially, and then students became very comfortable in the CMC 

environment.  Finally, Arnold (2002) found that learners were less concerned with 

grammatical accuracy, but that their awareness of language grew and positively 

affected their anxiety and self-confidence levels. 
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COMPUTER MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN THE TRADITIONAL 

CLASSROOM VERSUS COMPUTER MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN 

DISTANCE EDUCATION 

The body of research on CMC for FL learning has primarily focused on the 

great number of advantages gained from the use of technology within a F2F course.  

As a result, the application of CMC is now vital to online DE (fourth and fifth 

generation models).  In this environment, virtually all communication relies on the use 

of technology, but far fewer studies have been conducted. Computer applications used 

for CMC in F2F courses (F2F CMC) and in Distance Education courses (DE CMC) 

are often the same, technically speaking, but the effect CMC has on the learner and 

learning is likely very different.  Thus, the extent to which the findings from F2F CMC 

studies reviewed in the previous section are generalizable to the DE CMC context, is 

not fully understood.  Table 2.3 outlines some of the major differences between F2F 

CMC and DE CMC noted from the researcher’s experience with each. Despite 

variation, there are some basic generalized characteristics of each. 
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Table 2.3:  The experience difference between Computer Mediated 

Communication in Face-to-Face and Distance Education Contexts 

F2F CMC DE CMC 
Students interact with instructor in person 
prior to interacting through CMC 
 
 
Students interact with classmates in 
person prior to interacting through CMC 
 
Students use the FL with their instructor 
and other classmates in person prior to 
interacting through CMC, students 
usually have more opportunities to 
communicate in their L1 if needed 
 
Students receive instructions for CMC 
task F2F, and/or clarification directly to 
instructor 
 
 
Students receive technical support or 
individualized language assistance during 
class, F2F 
 
Instructor monitor activities based on the 
facial expressions, body language and 
other visual feedback of the students 
 
Instructor monitor how much students 
work with each other, to use their course 
materials and to use other online materials 

Students interact with instructor for the 
first time through CMC, have never met 
in person 
 
Students interact with classmates only 
through CMC, have never met in person 
 
Students use the FL for the first time 
using CMC, much of their 
communication is done through the FL, 
which can cause high anxiety for many 
 
 
Students only receive instruction via 
CMC, in many cases, only asynchronous 
or during set times (not necessarily when 
they are completing a task) 
 
Students contact a tech support center 
for help, attend a virtual office hour of a 
tutor or instructor 
 
Instructors monitor activities, but are not 
able to make adjustments as easily 
 
 
Instructors rarely have any knowledge of 
whether students are working with other 
students or other people, how much 
students are using their course materials, 
and if and how they are using online 
materials (such as online dictionaries) 

 
  

 As the table illustrates, using the same technology does not equate to students 

having the same experience.  As such, the degree to which the research in the previous 
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section is generalizable is not fully understood.  That said, there are several specific 

areas of the F2F CMC that do not seem to be generalizable.  

 Maintaining motivation in a CMC session (within an hour, maybe two) and 

maintaining motivation in a DE course (within weeks or months) is like comparing 

apples to oranges.  In addition, it has been suggested (Salaberry, 2000) that findings 

from the F2F CMC setting could be skewed due to the Hawthorne effect (that the task 

is new and exciting).  The length of most DE courses would rule out this effect, as Pica 

(1987) explains, even if student motivation is strong at the beginning of a course, a 

demotivating learning environment could hinder language acquisition. 

 Based on frequently cited DE attrition rates (Carr & Ledwith, 2000; Carr, 

2000), it would seem that at the beginning of a DE course there is a very high level of 

motivation (both situational and task) and that students are not always able to harness 

this motivation throughout the duration of the course. This is certainly connected to 

Lambert (1991) emphasizing the importance of offering very short courses, much 

shorter than typical semester length courses.  This helps students reach a goal that 

seems attainable, so they don’t get overwhelmed. 

 One final note on the FL CMC studies: a majority of the findings using CMC 

in the FL classroom have been with intermediate or advanced level university students.  

In the DE setting, it is not uncommon to use CMC with novice learners.  In addition, 

DE students tend to be older than university students (Lambert, 1991), this could have 

an effect with comfort level on the computer and autonomous learning.  In conclusion, 

some of the CMC findings would be slightly different (more like that of DE settings) if 

they used novice or older level learners. 
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Based on the generalizations in Table 2.3, the experience of using CMC varies 

considerably (for both student and instructor) from the F2F classroom to DE.  

Furthermore, the effect of DE CMC with FL learners is potentially much greater than 

what studies have found significant for F2F CMC FL learners. Students in first 

through third generation models have extremely limited opportunities for interacting in 

the FL, whereas the trademark of fourth and fifth generation DE models is the frequent 

use of CMC. The application of CMC to these generation models is vital for which 

virtually all communication relies on the use of computers and web-based 

technologies.   

 

LANGUAGE LEARNING VIA DISTANCE EDUCATION COMPUTER 

MEDIATED COMMUNICATION 

The combination of language learning and online distance learning presents 

opportunities and challenges. Bates (1995) referenced in White (2003) has described 

how the fields intercept in this way: 

CMC has revolutionary implications for distance education, providing the 
 means to free students from the centralised control of pre-determined and 
 constricted curricula as they develop their own learning opportunities through 
 discussion online and collaborative learning experiences… The advantages of 
 CMC are seen to accrue not only in terms of interaction, and opportunities for 
 reflection on learning, but in terms of motivation and overcoming a sense that 
 distance language learning is an impersonal experience; it can give participants 
 a sense of being part of a cohort of learners, even a community of learners. 
 (White, 51) 

 
 

While research in DE is plentiful, little has been written about language learners in this 

setting; far fewer studies have examined online language learning at a distance. 
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Doughty and Long (2002) have stressed the need for further inquiry of this under-

researched area.  The lack of research in the field is also noted by Lambert (1991) who 

explains that the majority of research in the field is evaluative: 

Few studies are concerned with specific aspects of the teaching-learning 
 process, fewer still with the pedagogical aspects of distance education, let 
 alone with respect to foreign language instruction, and almost none with the 
 important question of how we go beyond where we are now in both distance 
 learning in foreign language teaching and the relationship of distance learning 
 to the rest of foreign language instruction. (8) 

 

Several MCS (Despain, 2000, 2003; Kotter, Shield & Stevens, 1999; Bruning, 

Landis, Hoffman, & Grosskopf, 1993) of language learners have previously compared 

language learning F2F and at a distance (following general DE research trends). To 

my knowledge, only one exploratory study (Volle, 2005) exists which examines FL 

learner interaction through CMC as a means of developing language proficiency. 

Volle’s study focuses specifically on students’ oral development from using ACMC 

and SCMC and found that students developed a significant increase students’ oral 

proficiency, but not in articulation or accuracy. However, very little is known of how 

(and if) interactions in online, DE courses assist in acquisition of language.  

 
 
CONCLUSION 

 Numerous studies have addressed the types and importance of interaction in 

DE or FL education, but few have examined the role of interaction of FL learning 

within DE.  Because little is known about how these two areas intercept, a majority of 

the research in this area relies on what is known of learning at a distance or with FL 

CMC.  Many studies have pointed to interaction as the defining characteristic of fourth 
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and fifth generation distance education models, suggesting that the real potential of 

online learning, as Miltiadou (2001) suggests, is not in its use of state-of-the-art 

technologies, but rather in creating an online learning environment in which learners 

are allowed more opportunities for various types of interactions among learners and 

instructors. 

 Previous research has focused primarily on interaction perceptions (not on 

actual practices) and, more specifically, within academic environments where it is 

common practice for instructors to determine how and the frequency at which students 

interact. Instructor expectations can then potentially influence learners’ practices and 

possibly their linguistic development.  In contrast, the present study concerns a non-

traditional environment in which students take an active role in determining the type 

and number of tasks that are most beneficial for their language development, and the 

speed at which they are comfortable progressing.  My studying the frequency and 

types of tasks learners are completing, we can then examine the roles these tasks have 

on course completion and linguistic outcomes.  The methodology used for the present 

study is described in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate foreign language learners’ interaction 

in an online learning environment.  This study specifically sought to examine how and 

whether facilitated opportunities to use the language in online interactional environments 

contribute to course completion and language development.  Previous research has 

primarily focused on student perceptions of interaction, but not on actual practices.  By 

including data on interactional practices, we can better understand how learners use 

online materials, their preferences for frequency of participation, mediums used (e.g., 

forums, chat sessions), their needs for interacting, and finally, how interactional practices 

of foreign language learners affect academic outcomes. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study was guided by the following research questions: 

 (1) How do foreign language learners spend time in an online environment? 

  a. Overall (e.g., total number of tasks, assignments completed) 

  b. With interactional partners (e.g., Learner-Learner, Learner-Instructor) 

  c. For interactional purposes (e.g., foreign language practice or technical  

  help) 

  d. Collaborative nature (e.g., productive, receptive or individual) 

  e. Media (e.g., CMC and non-CMC tasks) 
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(2) What is the relationship between the interactional practices of language 

learners (overall, interactional partner, interactional purpose, the collaborative 

nature and media used) and course completion? 

 

(3) What is the relationship between the interactional practices of language 

learners (overall, interactional partner, interactional purpose, the collaborative 

nature and media used) and linguistic outcomes? 

 

The results of the study first employed a descriptive design, the second part of the 

study employed an inferential, correlational design.  The data collection is comprised of 

five research tools: (1) Questionnaire background/Demographic information, (2) A 

measurement of language proficiency (used for both the pre- and post-test), (3) Rubric for 

oral section of the pre- and post-test,  (4) Rubric for written section of the pre- and post-

test, and (5) Moodle log reports.  Taken together, these data provided insight into how 

students interact in an online course, and the effect these interactions may have on course 

completion and linguistic development. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Setting 

The setting for this study was an online DE Norwegian language program 

administered through NorwegianOnline (NorOn). Prior to this study, the NorOn program 

was developed, administered, and tested by the researcher over the course of four years 

with approximately 75 students.  The program was specifically designed for language 
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learners who did not seek academic credit for participation in the course.  Thus, the 

majority of its participants were from the pool of Norwegian heritage language learners 

in North America or learners with a connection to Norway or Norwegian culture. 

The program was designed to meet the needs of part-time distance learners in an 

attempt to mirror what these learners would do in a Face-to-Face (F2F) setting, as all 

community education programs for Norwegian are also part-time courses.  Participants 

worked at their own pace through the course materials and determined what types of 

learning tasks were best suited for their individual learning needs.  This included 

participating in as many or as few of the tasks as they found beneficial.   

The study examined the first-level course, which is designed for learners with 

very little, if any, previous Norwegian language instruction and is equivalent to the first 

one-fifth of a first semester university course.  The beginning language sequence was 

chosen so that a large number of learners could participate in the study.  Although there 

are Norwegian language students not at the novice level who would have been interested 

in this study, their levels are so spread out thus making it difficult to get enough 

participants at any other level to participate in the study. 

Learners were given a six-week period to complete the course.  If that time was 

spread equally over the six weeks, it allowed two weeks for the completion of each 

chapter, and should not have take longer than a total of 30 hours. The course was self-

paced so learners worked through the materials at a speed that fit their schedules and met 

their needs.  

Several researchers have noted the importance of offering shorter courses than 

that of a typical university’s semester-length course (Lambert, 1991; Flowers, 2001, Diaz 
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and Cartnal, 2006).  A recent study by Diaz and Cartnal (2006) compared attrition rates 

of students enrolled in a six-week, nine-week and eighteen-week (a semester length) 

course.  Their results indicate that shorter-term length was a key variable affecting 

student attrition.  Diaz and Cartnal (2006) reasoned that shorter term lengths:  

 create a sense of urgency that helps keep students on task and heightens their 
 awareness of impending deadlines. We have observed that in 18-week semester 
 classes, many students fall into a lapse of concentration. This can affect students in 
 traditional as well as online classes; however, it may be more of a problem in an 
 online setting where a lack of face-to-face contact and the attendant lack of a focal 
 point may exacerbate the inattention to class matters. Shorter term length facilitates 
 the regularity and frequency of assignments, exams, and other projects, providing 
 the necessary structure and routine that might otherwise be lacking. (3) 
 

The researcher’s own previous experience was similar to that of Diaz and Cartnal’s: 

shorter length courses seemed to be beneficial for students in the NorOn program. 

Participants used the first section (the first three chapters) of Sett i gang, a first-

semester Norwegian language curriculum package which includes a textbook, workbook, 

glossary, and audio materials.  This text is co-authored by the researcher and is one of the 

most widely used curriculum packages for Norwegian language instruction in North 

America. In addition to the curriculum package, students used a password-protected 

website that operates through a Course Management System (CMS) called Moodle, an 

open-source software package. Appendix A: Moodle describes Moodle in more detail.   

 

Participants 

Of the 91 individuals who completed the online questionnaire expressing interest 

to participate in the study, 78 students were invited to participate in the study (the 

criterion to participate in the study will be discussed in the next section).  Forty-eight of 
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the 78 participants signed and submitted their consent forms.  Five of these forty-eight 

were ultimately not included in the analyses because three never logged on to the course 

website, one logged on for a total of 15 minutes and the third admitted scoring poorly on 

the pre-test so she could be included in the study.  Further discussion of the course 

participants will be given in Chapter Four.  The subject group for this study consisted of 

43 individuals, referred to as “course participants” for the remainder of the study.  

 

Table 3.1: Participants 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Completed   26  29  36  91 
Questionnaire 
 
Accepted into the study 22  25  31  78 
 
Subject group  13  14  16  43 
(course participants) 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Participants were divided into three groups: Æ, Ø, and Å based on their 

preferences as to when they were able to participate. Group Æ started first, Group Ø 

started one week later, and then Group Å started one week after that. Thus, the entire 

study spanned eight weeks, but each group was enrolled for six weeks.  This was to 

ensure ample time (for the instructors) during the first week of the course to orient course 

participants to the website and program.  Further details on the demographics of the 

course participants will be explored in Chapter Four. 
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Instructors 

 There were two course instructors and one conversation leader used in this study.  

The main instructor, the researcher, had used Moodle, the CMS, for three years prior to 

the study and has taught Norwegian language at a distance for four years.  The second 

instructor had not previously taught a DE course prior to this study, but she had extensive 

Norwegian language teaching experience, had taught from the Sett i gang curriculum for 

3 years, and had also utilized a wide variety of technology in her courses.  In order to 

offer students a large number of synchronous text chat sessions, one conversation leader 

was used to assist in leading several online chat sessions per week.  The conversation 

leader had taught from the Sett i gang curriculum in F2F courses for two years prior to 

the study. 

 

Learning Tasks 

 Sabry and Baldwin’s (2003) study indicated that learners had different 

perceptions of different interaction types.  Similarly, following the advice of Twigg 

(2002), the learning materials provided in this course offer a wide variety of text 

materials and the individual and collaborative activities to provide for differences in 

learning preferences and needs. Parker (1999) reiterates this point by stating that a “well 

designed distance course that has a focus on interactivity includes many topics for 

discussion, feedback from students as well as experts, and finally links to sources of 

pertinent information” (16).  Great effort was given to provide course participants with a 

wide variety of activities and useful resources, with both Synchronous Computer 

Mediated Communication (SCMC), and Asynchronous Computer Mediated 
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Communication, and non-CMC tasks. 

Examples of tasks and resources on the website include: a course handbook, 

assignment submissions, quizzes, a course calendar with information on the time and 

topic of chat sessions and instructor office hours, discussion and help forums, student 

profiles, and links to free Norwegian language resources, such as dictionaries and 

newspapers. The learning tasks are described below, and also outlined in Table 3.2. 

 

Table 3.2: Learning Tasks 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic  Individual     Intructor-Learner          Learner-Learner 
 
Quizzes  20 total 
 
Assignments  6 total 
 
PDFs   15 total 
 
Videos   2 total 
 
Audio   3 total 
 
Trivia   80 total 
 
Text Chats         5 per week per group     3-5 per week per group 
  
Virtual Office Hours        2 per week per group (varied media) 
 
One-on-One          2 per participant 
 w/ instructor 
 
Forums          Varied  
           (see Ch. 4) 
__________________________________________________________________ 
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Non-CMC Tasks 

 Students were encouraged to begin the course by reading through the course 

handbook which included detailed information on how to use each of the features in the 

course, thus providing a concise set of instructions highlighted by Berge (2002) as 

essential. As a part of the course handbook, students were given a handout (See Appendix 

B: Course Checklist) suggesting how to progress through the materials.  However, this 

was only meant as a guide; the program allows for flexibility for students who do not 

work in a strict linear process. 

 Course participants were first encouraged to attend an orientation session 

(described below) in order to help them feel more comfortable with the technology.  

Then, they were encouraged to start from the textbook and progress to the workbook 

materials. A workbook key was provided in PDF-format so students could check their 

answers.  After students worked through these materials (mostly offline), they also 

completed a total of twenty quizzes that provided immediate feedback for both 

grammatical and lexical acquisition.  An example of one participant’s attempt at an 

online quiz attempt is provided in Illustration A.1  Students were able to re-take quizzes 

until they answered all the questions correctly or alternatively, could could access the 

correct responses to the quizzes. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Note that the answers that are framed in green are correct. 
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Illustration A: Online Quiz Attempt 

 

 

 After participants worked through the individual tasks and the collaborative tasks 

(described in more detail below) provided for each chapter, they were encouraged to 

complete two assignments per chapter (one written and one oral) for a total of six 

assignments. Submitted assignments were not used for data analysis, but rather to provide 

individualized feedback to learners on progress made in the course. Following 

recommendations by Northrup (2002) and Brown (1996), students received prompt 

detailed feedback on the assignments from an instructor, usually within 12 hours of 

submission.  Descriptions of each of these assignments are provided in Appendix C: 

Assignment Descriptions.  An example of a student submission and the feedback given 

from an instructor is provided in Illustration B. 
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Illustration B: Assignment Submission 
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(Continued) Illustration B: Assignment 
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CMC Tasks 

 In addition to the tasks that students completed individually, there were a variety 

of interactive opportunities in which students were encouraged to collaborate with other 

learners and with their instructor.  Both synchronous (in real time) and asynchronous 

tasks were provided, as Davidson-Shivers et al. (2001) and Paulus (2007) advise.  Paulus 

(2007) explains that both are necessary because conversations are “more dynamic and 

immediate when held synchronously, and more convenient to participate in at leisure 

when held asynchronously” (18). 

 

Synchronous Tasks 

 According to Nobuyoshi and Ellis (1993), SCMC is an essential element of 

learners’ language development; it provides opportunities for spontaneous conversation 

and exposure to new linguistic forms.  Keller-Lally (2006) further explains the benefits of 

using SCMC: 

 SCMC has unique qualities that distinguish it from other forms of technology and 
 modes of discussion such as its ability to: transcend distance and provide access 
 to a larger language community; allow learners to formulate, edit and review their 
 utterances before submitting entries in a discussion; provide visual reinforcement 
 of what is being “said” and the opportunity to re-read entries to facilitate 
 comprehension; and archive discussions during partner and small group work and 
 give instructors a means to monitor all language use (essentially allowing the 
 instructor to be in all places at one time unlike in face-to-face instruction) (1). 
 

Participants were provided with several SCMC tasks, detailed below. 
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Orientation Session 

 To help orient participants to the technology and the website, it was 

recommended that they attend an orientation session in the chatroom.  During the first 

week of each group’s course, six student orientations were scheduled in the text chat 

room.  These orientations gave students an opportunity to become acquainted with some 

of the other learners through chatting and to ask any questions they had to the instructor 

(e.g., about how to use the website, how to progress through the materials).  This also 

provided learners the opportunity to communicate in the chatroom in English before they 

completed a Norwegian langauge task.  Because some learners had not previously 

communicated in a chatroom before, it was intended that their first experience be in 

English, hopefully making communicating in the target language easier or less anxiety-

provoking. 

 Each individual attended only one orientation session, but multiple sessions were 

scheduled to provide flexibility in scheduling and to make certain that no more than five 

participants were participating in the orientation session at the same time. This offered 

plenty of time to answer questions from all participants and also followed 

recommendations set forth by Hirumi (2002) that effective online discussion happens in 

small groups.  A screen shot of the beginning of one of the orientation sessions is 

provided in Illustration 3.32. 

                                                 
2 Note that the chatrooms display a picture of each participant along with their real name and the 
Norwegian pseudonym students chose for the study. To ensure the anonymity of participants, identifying 
features and information have been altered. 
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Illustration C: Student Orientation 

 

 

 

Text Chats: Learner-Instructor 

 For each week of each group’s course, there were five 30-minute Learner-

Instructor  text chat sessions scheduled, for a total of 30 sessions per course, and a total of 

90 for the study.  Of these, four were specific tasks from the Sett i gang curriculum or 

activities that were developed by the researcher for the course.  These tasks mirrored 

activities typically done in a F2F course, and many were adapted from those in the Sett i 

gang curriculum.  The additional chat session was open to any topic and students used a 

mixture of Norwegian and English.  Each topic was repeated multiple times, to ensure 

scheduling flexibility for the student and to keep groups small [as previously 

recommended by Hirumi (2002)].  Students were encouraged to repeat chat session topics 
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if they felt the need for more practice, which many did.  Illustration D provides an 

example of the beginning of a Learner-Instructor chat. 

 

Illustration D: Learner-Instructor Chat 

 

 

Text Chats: Learner-Learner 

In order to build social interaction among students, as Palloff & Pratt (1999) 

advise, students were encouraged to work with a fellow classmate on 3 tasks per chapter 

using SCMC.  These tasks, like the Learner- Instructor chats, were either based on the 
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Sett i gang curriculum, or developed by the researcher.  To find a partner, students were 

encouraged to meet in the Learner-Learner chatroom at a specified time listed on the 

course calendar.  From there, participants saw and were able to communicate with other 

participants who wanted to complete a task.  They could then switch to another media 

(e.g., phone or audio chat) if they prefered to use a different media. An example of a 

Learner-Learner chat session is given in Illustration E. 

 

Illustration E: Learner-Learner Chat  

 

 

 The Learner-Learner chats were organized by following Bourdeau and Bates 

(1997) observations that collaborative learning should be explicitly organized.  
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Participants were also encouraged to repeat the activity (with different partners) if they 

felt like they would benefit from further repetition of the task.  There were between three 

and five Learner-Learner chat sessions each week per group.  

 

Virtual Office Hours 

 There were two 30-minute sessions of instructor virtual office hours per week per 

group.  During these times, the instructor was available in the Office Hour chatroom, and 

available without an appointment.  Students then had ample opportunity to ask questions 

on anything, from the course content to how to do something on the website, and get 

immediate answers.  An example of the type of discussions that took place during the 

virtual office hours is provided in Illustration F. 

In addition to these regularly scheduled synchronous chat sessions, participants 

were invited to a “catch-up” weekend during the fifth week of the study3.  On both 

Saturday and Sunday of the “catch-up” weekend, the researcher taught for six straight 

hours, offering 30-minute chat sessions on every hour, and a 30-minute office hour on 

every half hour.  The intent of this was to give students an extra opportunity to work on 

the materials over a large chunk of time, thus hopefully accommodating a majority of the 

participants’ schedules. 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 The fifth week of the study being the fifth week for Group Æ, the fourth week for Group Ø, and the third 
week for Group Å. 
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Illustration G: Virtual Office Hours 

 

 

One-on-One 

Participants also had the option of signing up for two 15-minute time slots to 

work one-on-one with the instructor.  When signing up for a time, they indicated their 

preferred medium for communication (telephone, audio chat, text chat, or video chat), 

and left a comment for the instructor as to what they would like to work on during that 

time.  Students were encouraged to use this time to interact orally with their instructor, 

such as through conversation.  However, participants were encouraged to use this time as 

they saw fit. 
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Asynchronous Tasks 

 Because of the challenges often presented with SCMC (the necessity of 

participants logging on at the same time), Asynchronous Computer Mediated 

Communication (ACMC) is also an essential element to many DE courses. ACMC is 

slower and involves a time lag.  Some learners, however, find this “lag” in time to be 

quite helpful; it frees them of time pressure and allows more time to reflect (Meyer, 

2003). 

 

Course Forums 

There were three course forums (online discussion boards) used in this study: a 

foreign language (Norwegian) forum, a language and cultural Forum, and a technical and 

administrative forum.  Participants were encouraged to use as much Norwegian as 

possible (e.g., discussion of where participants have travelled to in Norway, leisure 

interests, languages spoken) in the Norwegian forum. Questions posted in this forum 

encouraged participants to discuss their personal life experiences, as suggested by Palloff 

and Pratt (1999).  An example of the foreign language forum is given in Illustration G.  
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Illustration G: Foreign Language Forum 

 

 

The language and cultural forum was used to discuss resources and questions 

largely in the learners’ native language (e.g., using the preposition “i” vs. “på,” 

Norwegian dialects, feminizing masculine articles).  An example of the discussion from 

this forum is provided in Illustration H.  All other questions were directed to the technical 

and administrative forum (e.g., how to use the course website, how to type the Norwegian 

letters on a computer). An example of this forum is given in Illustration I. 
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Illustration H: Language & Cultural Forum 
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Illustration I: Technical and Administrative Forum 

 

 

 

Based on Hirumi’s (2002) advice for small groups, participants only had access to 

their group’s forums in order to not innondate any of the students.  Further following the 

recommendations of Vrasidas and McIsaac (2000) and Tu (2002), instructors actively 

participated in the discussions.  Students were encouraged to answer each other’s 
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questions when possible, as Twigg (2002) advocates, giving students access to a large 

support system of fellow students.  An example of how participants answered each 

other’s postings is provided in Illustration E. 

The researcher’s past experience teaching the course is that the majority of 

questions in the technical and administrative forum are posted at the beginning of the 

course when students may still be insecure about the technology or how the program 

works.  To account for this, instructors checked the forum for new postings a minimum 

of ten times throughout the day during each group’s first week of the course and a 

minimum of five times a day during the rest of the course in an attempt to answer 

inquiries answered before participants might get frustrated.  The number of postings 

varied from group to group and will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four. 

 

INSTRUMENTATION 

There were five instruments used in the study.   

(1) Questionnaire Background/Demographic Information 

Individuals interested in participating in the study were asked to complete an 

online questionnaire that included twenty-two questions (See Appendix D: Questionnaire 

for Potential Participants).  The information on this questionnaire included demographic 

information and background information on each individual’s technical ability and 

Norwegian language proficiency level.   
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(2) Measurement of Language Proficiency (Pre and Post-test) 

Prior to beginning the course, course participants were administered a pre-test 

(See Appendix E) to evaluate previous language knowledge.  Although many students 

had no previous exposure to the language, they were still asked to complete the test and 

see whether they could answer any of the questions, as it would pinpoint proficiency 

more specifically, and possibly more reliably, than self-reporting measures. 

This assessment, developed by the researcher, consisted of five sections.  The first 

section of the test concerned listening; it contained four video clips for which students 

answered multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, and short-answer questions.  The second 

section focused on reading: students were asked to read and then answer questions about 

an authentic Norwegian language text.  The third section involved grammar: students 

filled in correct grammatical forms covered in the course.  The fourth section concerned 

writing: students wrote a short essay.  The final section focused on speaking: students 

were asked to record a dialog with another (imaginary) student studying Norwegian.  

They were asked to play both the role of themselves and the other person they met.  

There was no time limit on the test, but students could only attempt it one time.  

Upon completion of the six week course, students were asked to complete a pre-

test.  The pre-test was identical to the post-test.  It was assumed that students would have 

forgotten the questions on the test by the time they took the pre-test.  Data collected from 

this measurement illustrated how much language the students had learned during the 

course. Students were allowed to take the test after they submitted all the assignments for 

the course or up to a week following the completion of the course.  
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(3) Rubric for Oral Section of the Pre- and Post-test 

In order to assess the oral sections of the pre- and post-test in a systematic way, a 

grading rubric was used.  This grading tool was a tailored version of a rubric adapted 

from the researcher’s department’s German language program (See Appendix F: Rubric 

for oral section of the pre- and post-test).  As this rubric was originally created for first 

semester German language courses, it was adapted to correspond to the course objectives 

for this novice Norwegian language course.  The tool was used to assess the oral 

proficiency for both the pre- and post-tests.  

Before completing statistical analysis of the data, the researcher enlisted a second 

rater to ensure that the scores given on the assessments were consistent.  The coding of 

the researcher and the second rater were compared to establish an inter-rater reliability of 

92%. This was considered an acceptable rate of reliability to support the statistical 

results.  

 

 (4) Rubric for Written Section of the Pre- and Post-test  

The written sections of the pre- and post-test were also assessed using a rubric 

originally created for student essays in the German language program at the researcher’s 

university (See Appendix G: Rubric for written section of the Pre- and Post-test).  It was 

also adapted from German to be suitable for novice Norwegian learners and was used to 

assess the oral proficiency for both the pre- and post-tests.  The inter-rater reliability of 

this instrument was 87%.  It was conducted in the same way as the rubric for the oral 

section.  
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(5) Moodle Log Reports 

The course management system, Moodle, provides detailed log reports for what 

each student does on the website.  This report details every click the student makes on the 

website.  At the end of each week, these reports were printed out for every participant.  

These data were transferred to an Excel spreadsheet.  Then the data were were coded by 

the researcher, who indicated the frequency of each type of interaction that each student 

participated in.  

 

In addition to these five instruments, participants were labeled as course 

completers or non-completers at the end of the six-week data collection.  Completers 

were those who completed the pre-test.  Non-completers were those who did not 

complete the pre-test. 

 

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the Human Research 

Committee at the University of Texas prior to the commencement of the study.  The 

researcher then sent an invitation letter, via e-mail, through three Norwegian-American 

listservs (NORDIC-T, NORTANA, and Norskklassen) to solicit voluntary participation 

in the study one month prior to the course start date (See Appendix H: Invitation to 

Participate in the Study).  Individuals who were interested in participating in the study 

followed an html link in the e-mail to the Norwegian Online website, where they could 

find out more about the course (See Appendix I: Course and Study Information).  If 

interested, they filled out a questionnaire (See Appendix D: Questionnaire for Potential 
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Participants) providing some basic information (demographic and background 

knowledge) that was sent to the researcher.  

All individuals meeting the requirements for the course were invited to participate 

in the study.  Individuals were required to be between the ages of 18 and 75, reside in 

North America, and have little, if any, previous Norwegian language knowledge.  The 

researcher found it necessary to limit the study to true beginners as the level of the course 

was meant as an absolute beginning language class.  Additionally, if participants were 

false beginners, they would not necessarily have as much of a need for interacting or for 

feedback than the true beginners.  Therefore, excluded from the study were those that had 

enrolled in a semester-length Norwegian language course within the past ten years.  

Those who had learned some Norwegian through self-study, community education 

courses or exposure to the language were asked to give information on textbooks and 

chapters with which they felt comfortable.  Because there are so few Norwegian language 

textbooks and programs, it was not difficult for the researcher to determine how that 

correlated to the level of curriculum used in this study. 

In addition, all participants needed to meet the requirements necessary for the 

NorOn program.  These included access to a computer, Internet access using either DSL 

or cable connection, and knowledge of how to browse through a website, including 

uploading and downloading files.  Finally, because of the large number of participants, 

the researcher found it necessary to limit the study to those who stated that they had 

someone to get help from should they need assistance with any of the technical 

components of the course. 
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CODING OF THE DATA 

 When designing the course, the researcher (and designer of the course) created 

tasks that would fall into specific categories before the coding of the data began.  E.g., 

tasks to practice Norwegian were separated from a task done in English about 

Norwegian. The data, or tasks, were collected from the website log reports that provide a 

list of all actions the NorwegianOnline participants take while working in the CMS. The 

researcher exported the log reports into Excel spreadsheets and coded the tasks each 

participant completed (described in the next section).   The tasks were coded in four 

different ways, giving insight into the purpose of the task, the collaborative nature of the 

task, the media type or online tool used to complete the task and the partner with whom 

the participants communicated (described in detail below).  

 

Moodle Log Reports 

Stage 1: Definition of Task 

 The first stage of the log report analysis determined what should be considered a 

task.  All webpages where students could read or listen to information or complete an 

activity were included.  This left two types of webpages not included.  The first was time 

spent on “navigation” or “subject” pages.  These pages are used to navigate the site and 

to organize the course content.  These pages were not included in the analysis for two 

reasons.  First, they include subject headings and not content.  Second, it is not possible 

to skip over these pages when navigating a Moodle site because they are used as a way of 

directing students to what they are looking for.  In this light, students have not chosen to 

access those pages, but are taken there by default as a way to get to something they are 
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interested in seeing or listening to.  Activities completed that were directly related to the 

research part of the study, that are not a part of the regular course (e.g. completing the 

Pre- and Post-Test) were also not included in the analysis. 

 

Stage 2: Task Purpose 

 Tasks were first labeled as having one of four purposes: foreign language, 

language and cultural, technical and administrative or social.  Foreign language tasks 

included those activities where students practiced Norwegian.  There was, on occasion, 

some use of L1 in these tasks, but the focus of the tasks was on FL use.  These tasks 

included a large number of tasks on the website, the Norwegian language forum, all chat 

sessions other than office hours, assignments, quizzes, etc.  Language and cultural tasks 

included tasks where students focused on language and culture, but the task was mostly 

(if not entirely) in the L1.  This included discussion of Norwegian language resources in 

the language forum, trivia questions, etc.  Technical and administrative tasks were related 

to the administration and technical nature of the course. This included the course 

handbook, questions posted in the technical and administrative forum, office hours, etc.  

Social tasks were tasks where the main focus was for participants to get acquainted with 

one other.   This only included accessing the participant profiles. 

While these categories are able to give a thorough understanding of how students 

used the course website, it should be noted that there are some activities that could 

overlap types, depending on how students utilized the activities.  Two examples include 

student profiles and office hours.  Student profiles were determined to be a social task 

because very few students wrote anything in Norwegian in their profile page, but almost 
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everyone listed contact information (e-mail, Skype and other IM usernames, phone 

numbers, etc).  Additionally, several students commented informally on how that 

information was useful in finding someone with whom to study and in getting to know 

one other.  The second example, office hours, was labeled as a technical and 

administrative task as the majority of questions were on how to use the course website or 

questions about the course.  There were very few linguistic questions asked during the 

sessions, and rarely did students attend these sessions for extra Norwegian language 

practice as there were so many other times set aside for FL use. 

 

Stage 3: Collaborative Nature of the Task 

 The collaborative nature of the tasks was labeled as either communicative 

(productive or receptive) or individual.  Productive tasks included tasks that were posted 

to the group or to the instructor with the intention that someone would respond to the 

content of their message, not simply a correction or feedback on their language use.  

Examples of these types of tasks would be posting a response to a question in one of the 

forums or participating in a chat session.  Assignment submissions were not included as a 

productive task because these were completed individually and the feedback given was 

specifically on their language production.  Receptive tasks were labeled following the 

same criteria as Freeman and Anderson (2007), namely where students receive 

interactions, but are not contributing.  The overwhelming majority of these tasks were 

reading or listening to forum posts and reading through archived text chat sessions.  

Individual tasks included tasks that students completed on their own and where there was 

no intention to share with others.  These tasks included quizzes, and many offline 
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activities using PowerPoint presentations, PDFs, videos, etc. 

 

Stage 4: Media Type 

 The final stage of the coding of tasks involved defining the type of technological 

tools the student used to complete the task. The non-CMC tasks included PDFs, 

PowerPoint Presentations, videos, and Moodle applications such as online quizzes.  For 

the collaborative and receptive tasks, this included text, audio and video chat, forum and 

e-mail.  CMC tasks included the forum and the chatroom.  The Learner-Instructor and 

Learner-Learner chat sessions were coded in two separate ways in order to be able to 

differentiate between the interactional partners participants were communicating with.  

 

Stage 5: Calculating Task Frequency 

Finally, the frequency of the tasks was calculated.  The frequency was calculated 

by counting the number of times students worked on each type of task per week and then 

over the entire duration of the six-week course.  Multiple, back-to-back attempts of the 

same task were counted as one task. 

Task frequency was calculated (as opposed to task duration) following the 

recommendations of Eastmond (1994) who explained that the level of interactivity in an 

online DE course is dependent on the frequency of interaction.  Other studies (Tello, 

2002; Armatas, Holt & Rice 2003; Hao, 2004; Perrine, 2003) investigating DE 

interactions have argued that frequency provides a better picture of interaction than 

duration; time logged on does not necessarily equate to time spent on task.  An example 

of this is that many individual tasks required students to download something from the 
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website and then complete the activity offline. The log report is thus only able to 

calculate the time spent downloading the activity, not the time spent on the actual task.  

 

E-mail Reports 

 Prior to conducting this study, the researcher carefully examined a series of log 

reports in order to identify the most appropriate analyses. At that time, (one year before 

the data collection for this study) log reports did include data on e-mail sent through the 

course website, which was how course participants were urged to communicate.  

However, after a system upgrade, e-mails popped-up in a new screen, instead of the ‘old’ 

system where students clicked on a link from the main screen.  During the data analysis 

period the researcher discovered that log reports did not take multiple screens into 

account, and as such, these were not systematically tracked in the log reports.   Therefore, 

e-mailing was not included in the log reports and thus not a part of the data collection. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 Data analysis for this study involved descriptive statistics using quantitative 

procedures.  This type of analysis was used because it assists in the understanding of how 

learners interact and use online materials.   The data were analyzed in the following 

ways: 

 

Descriptive Data Analysis 

 The first research question was answered by using descriptive statistics. After 

participants completed the pre-test, they were given access to the course website, where 
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they took part in the course.  The log reports of each participant were exported on a 

weekly basis and were then transferred to an Excel spreadsheet.  Interactions were then 

coded and calculated.  After completing the course, participants completed the post-test.  

Scores from each of these instruments were exported into Excel.  After all the 

information was collected and organized in Excel, the data was imported into the 

Statistics software Stata. 

 An important component of the analysis of Research Question One was the mean 

and percentages.  These calculations were used to describe the participants of this study 

(e.g., age, gender, previous online experience).  These calculations were also used to 

describe the interactional practices of participants of this study (e.g., total assignments 

completed, interactional partners interacted with).  

 

Inferential Data Analysis 

 In addition to the descriptive analyses, regression analyses played an important role 

in this study’s analysis to show relationships between variables.  

 

Research Question Two 

Research Question Two sought to examine the relationship between instructional 

practices and course completion. To answer this question, logistical regression analyses 

were conducted to distinguish whether course completion could be predicted by 

participants’ interactional practices.  Nine multiple regressions were computed; the first 

two regressions were simple logistic regressions, the following seven were multiple 

logistic regressions.  These were all used to explore the relationship between linguistic 
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outcomes (the dependent, categorical variable) and the independent/predictor, continuous 

variables.  The independent/predictor variables were different in each of the sub-

questions and will be described in more detail in Chapter Four.  Research Question Two 

examines how the instructional practices of the entire participant population  (n=43) 

relate to the likelihood of participants completing the course. A significance level of 

p=.05 was adopted for all analyses. 

 

Research Question Three 

 Research Question Three sought to examine the relationship between instructional 

practices and learner outcomes, specifically linguistic outcomes. To answer this question, 

linear regression analyses were conducted to distinguish whether linguistic outcomes 

could be predicted by students’ interactional practices.  Nine regressions were computed 

and described in more detail below.  The first two were simple linear regressions, the six 

remaining were multiple linear regressions.  

 The regression analyses were used to explore the relationship between two 

continuous variables: course completion (the dependent, continuous variable) and the 

independent/predictor variables.  The independent/predictor variables were different in 

each of the sub-questions and will be detailed below, but each used the pre-test scores as 

a predictor variable.  This analysis can be used to tell how much unique variance in 

course completion each of the independent variables can explain.  

 The results for Research Question Three specifically examine how the instructional 

practices of the course completers (n=24) relate to the linguistic outcomes.  Only course 

completers were included in this question because both a pre- and post-test score was 
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needed in order to see how much language participants learned in the course. The pre-test 

was used as a predictor variable for each of the regression analyses. A significance level 

of p=.05 was adopted for all analyses. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has described the methodology used in this study.  Participants 

included 43 learners enrolled in a beginning level language program at Norwegian 

Online.  The study involved the collection of data from pre- and post-test scores and log 

reports.  The procedures used to analyze the data also were described.  The results of the 

study are presented in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

INTRODUCTION 

 In this chapter, I present the results of this study, which was designed to give 

further insight into how the language learning practices of learners in a distance 

education course for Norwegian as a foreign language spend their time in online websites 

and how these practices relate to course completion and linguistic outcomes.  The chapter 

begins with a rich description of the participants of the study and is followed by the 

results and discussion for each of the three research questions: 

 

(1) How do foreign languge learners spend time in an online environment? 

  a. Overall (e.g., total number of tasks, assignments completed) 

  b. With interactional partners (e.g., Learner-Learner, Instructor-Learner) 

  c. For interactional purposes (e.g., foreign language practice or technical  

  help) 

  d. Collaborative nature (e.g., productive, receptive or individual) 

  e. Media (e.g., CMC and non-CMC tasks) 

 

(2) What is the relationship between interactional practices of foreign language 

learners (overall, interactional partner, interactional purpose, the collaborative 

nature and media used) and course completion? 
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 (3) What is the relationship between interactional practices of foreign language 

 learners (overall, interactional partner, interactional purpose, the collaborative 

 nature and media used) and linguistic outcomes? 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
 
Course Participants 
 

There were a total of 43 learners participating in the study; 25 (58%) completed 

the post-test and were thus labelled course completers (see Table 4.1). A majority of 

participants in Groups Æ (77%) and Ø (64%), but only 5 (31%) participants in Group Å 

completed the course. Carr (2000) explains course completion is frequently lower in DE 

courses than F2F courses because DE learners tend to be older, and thus busier, than 

traditional college students, which also seemed to be the case for participants in this 

study. 

 
Table 4.1: Course Participants 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Total course participants 13  14  16  431   
 
Total course completers 10   9   5  242 
___________________________________________________________________ 

                                                 
1 Note that five additional students were initially enrolled in the course whose data was not used in the 
study.  Three never logged on to the course website or responded to e-mails confirming that they 
understood how to proceed.  One spent less than 15 minutes on the website.  Another admitted to doing 
poorly on the pre-test so she could be included in the study (thus be enrolled in a free class). 
 
2 In addition to the 24 participants that completed the course, there were two participants whose data is not 
presented as a part of the course completers because it was clear that from their post-test that they skipped 
over half of the questions. 
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There are several possible reasons why Groups Æ and Ø had a much higher 

course completion rate.  First, it seemed as though there were several people in each of 

the first two groups that acted as class leaders, initiating contact with other students to 

work on materials together. This class dynamic was not observed – or at least not 

strongly – in the last group.  Second, several participants in Group Å mentioned that the 

scheduling of the course  was not very effective, and that finding time during the summer 

was not as easy as they had expected.   

A third possible reason could be related to student motivation.  While Group Å 

signed up for the course at the same time as the previous two groups, they started last 

(two weeks later than Group Æ, and one week later than Group Å).  The researcher 

speculates that this group was equally motivated when they signed up, but because there 

was a longer time lapse from when they signed up for the course to when they began, 

their motivation possibly decreased.  Lambert (1991) and Diaz and Cartnal (2006) have 

suggested that shorter term length impacts course completion.  Although these studies do 

not take into consideration the time involved in pre-course preparation, the idea is the 

same: a shorter time period creates an environment that “helps keep them on task” (Diaz 

& Cartnal, 2006, 3).  A final reason as to why this course likely had a high attrition rate 

(in general, not specific to any of the groups in the course) was because it was offered 

free of charge and there was little incentive to complete the course; no course credit was 

given and there was no loss of money involved in not completing the post-test. 

Background data were collected prior to the course, including age, gender, 

comfort level with various forms of technology used in the course, and with previous 
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online courses taken as a part of the Questionnaire for Potential Participants (See 

Appendix B).  The information presented in the following charts describes the entire 

population of the study, including all course participants, not just the course completers, 

because these demographic details will be important in the discussion regarding factors 

that contribute to successful course completion and language learning in the DE 

environment. 

 

Participant Gender 

As shown in Table 4.2, Each of the groups had more females than males.  There 

were 62% females in Group Æ, 79% in Group Ø, and 63% in Group Å.   Overall, there 

were 67% females and 33% males.  

 

Table 4.2: Participant Gender 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
 Female  8  11  10  29 
 
 Male   5   3   6  14 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Participant Age 

 As shown in Table 4.3, participant age also varied.  The majority of participants 

(79%) were between the ages of 30 and 59. 
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Table 4.3: Participant Age 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ   Ø  Å   TOTAL 
 
 19-29   2  2  2   6 
 
 30-39   3  3  4  10 
 
 40-49   3  4  4  11 
  
 50-59   3  5  5  13 
 
 60-69   2  0  1   3 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Participant Location 

 Participants resided in 22 US states, with the overwhelming number of course 

participants (n=11, 26%) clustered in or near the Minneapolis/St. Paul metro area. Each 

dot on Illustration J shows where a course participant resides.  Although the researcher is 

from Minneapolis and is familiar with the strong community of Norwegian learners there, 

the high interest in an online course was surprising because there are more options in the 

Minneapolis area than in any other US city for Face-to-Face (F2F) courses. 
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Illustration J: Participant Location 

 
 
 
 
Previous Experience: Online Technology 
 
 Participants rated their comfort-level with technology using a 4-point Likert-scale 

as detailed in Table 4.4.  A score of 1 equaled very comfortable; a score of 4 equaled very 

uncomfortable.  As discussed in Chapter Three, only participants who labeled themselves 

as very comfortable or comfortable with the technology used (a 1 or 2), or those who said 

they had access to technical assistance if needed, were accepted into the course.  

 The majority of course participants indicated a high comfort-rating with 

commonly used technologies (e.g., e-mail and uploading and downloading documents), 

but scores indicated more discomfort with technology that is not as frequently used (e.g., 

creating mp3s and participating in text and video chatrooms). 
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Table 4.4: Previous Experience: Online Technology 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Previous Experience:  1.48  1.25  1.65  1.46 
Online Technology 
 
 E-mail   1.00  1.00  1.00  1.00 
 
 Uploading &   1.15  1.00  1.23  1.13 
 Downloading 
 
 Online forums 1.31  1.14  1.38  1.28 
 
 Text Chatrooms 1.54  1.14  1.69  1.47 
 
 Video Chatrooms 2.00  1.64  2.23  1.97  
 
 Creating mp3s 1.85  1.57  2.383  1.96 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Previous Experience: Online Course 
 
 Students were asked whether they had previously taken part in an online Distance 

Education course. Sixteen of the 43 participants (37%) reported having previously 

enrolled in an online course, and were dispersed throughout the three groups. 

 
Table 4.5: Previous Experience: Online Course  
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Previous Experience: 5  6  5  16 
Online Course 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

                                                 
3 Note that one participant was taken out of the mean score in this group because she is deaf. 
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Orientation Session 

 During the first week of each group’s course, participants were strongly 

encouraged to complete an orientation session with the instructor and a small group of 

classmates.  Details on how the orientation sessions were set up are outlined in Chapter 

Three.  As shown in Table 4.6, a total of 27 participants (63%) attended an orientation 

session intended to help students acquaint themselves with online learning, and 

specifically the course website. Seven participants (54%) of Group Æ attended these 

sessions, 10 in Group Ø (71%), and also 10 (62.5%) in Group Å.   

 
 
Table 4.6: Orientation Session 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Attended orientation  7  10  10  27 
 session 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Pre- and Post-test 

 Participants completed a pre-test prior to beginning the course and an identical 

post-test upon completion of the course (See Appendix D).  The test evaluated five areas: 

listening, reading, grammar, writing and speaking.  Table 4.7 provides the mean scores 

from the pre- and post-test and the mean gain score.4  The total mean pre-test score was 

16.68, the total mean post-test score was 45.40, and the mean gain score was 27.10.   

                                                 
4 Note that the previous tables included the information for all of the participants, and this chart specifically 
lists the scores of course completers. 
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Table 4.7: Pre-, Post-test and Gain Scores 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Characteristic      Æ     Ø     Å  TOTAL 
 
Listening – 18 points 
 Pre-test     4.70     4.56     3.60  4.42 
 Post-test     11.10    12.22    12.40 11.79 
 Gain Score     6.40     7.67     8.80  7.38 
 
Reading – 7 points 
 Pre-test     5.60     5.11     5.10  5.31 
 Post-test     6.40     6.78     6.00  6.46 
 Gain Score     0.80     1.67     0.90  1.15 
 
Grammar – 16 points 
 Pre-test     4.60     2.78     1.40  3.25 
 Post-test     12.60    12.56    12.00 12.46 
 Gain Score     8.00      9.78     10.60 9.21 
 
Writing – 24 points 
 Pre-test     6.80     3.33     1.60  4.42 
 Post-test     17.20     17.00    14.20 16.50 
 Gain Score     10.40    13.67    12.60 12.08 
 
TOTAL 
 PRE-TEST     21.70    15.78    11.70 17.40 
 POST-TEST     47.30    48.56    44.60 47.21 
 GAIN SCORE    25.60    32.78    32.90 29.81 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Pre-test 

Group Æ scored the highest on every section of the pre-test, with a total pre-test 

mean score of 21.70.  Group Å scored the lowest on every section of the pre-test except 

the Reading section and had a total pre-test mean score of 11.70.  The pre-test score of 

Group Ø was 15.78.   
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One noteworthy finding from the pre-test scores is that the total mean score from 

the reading section of the pre-test was 5.60.  This means that the average number of 

correct responses on the pre-test in the reading section was 80%, which is high.  This is 

not surprising because Norwegian is a relatively easy language to decipher for English 

speakers, and many participants are able to understand the very novice reading passages 

included on this assessment.   

 

Post-test 

 Group Æ scored a mean of 47.30 on the post-test; Group Ø had a mean score of 

48.56, and Group Å had a mean score of 44.60.    

 

Gain Scores 

 Groups Ø and Å had similar mean gain scores (Ø=32.78, Å=32.90).  The mean 

gain score of Group Æ was 25.60, but this difference proved not to be statistically 

significant.  Because Group Æ received higher scores on their pre-tests, they were not 

able to get gain scores as high as Groups Ø and Å.  Group Æ had the highest post-test 

scores, but by only examining the results of their gain score, it would seem like they 

learned the least.   

  

Pre- and Post-test: Speaking Section 

In addition to the four sections in the pre- and post-test presented in Table 4.7, 

participants were also asked to make a recording of themselves so that their speaking 
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could be assessed.  These scores were not calculated with the other sections of the pre- 

and post-test scores because so few participants completed the task. Ten participants 

(23%) completed the pre-test speaking section.  During the course, detailed instructions 

were given on the options they had for recording themselves, and a total of 17 

participants (40%) completed this speaking section on the post-test.  However, there were 

only three participants (7%) who completed the speaking section on both the pre- and 

post-test.  The results of the participants who did complete all components of the 

speaking section are presented in Table 4.8.5 

 
 
Table 4.8: Pre- and Post-test: Speaking Section 
_____________________________________ 
Characteristic    TOTAL 
 
Speaking  
 Pre-test    11.67 
 
 Post-test   21.33 
_____________________________________ 
 
 
Summary: Demographic Information 

 There were a total of 43 participants in the study; 24 completed the course and 

were labeled as course completors.  Of the 43 participants, 28 were females and 13 were 

males.  Participants resided in 22 US states, and 16 had previously enrolled in an online 

course prior to the study.  Twenty seven participants attended an orientation session for 

the class.   

                                                 
5 Note that this table includes only the three participants who completed the pre-test speaking section and 
the post-test speaking section.    
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 The average score participants received on the pre-test was 17.40, the average 

score on the post-test was 47.21.  The average gain score was 29.81.   

 
 
DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 

Research Question One 

How do foreign language learners spend time in an online environment? 

 The first Research Question sought to provide a picture of how learners use an 

online course website as a part of their language learning.   The results for Research 

Question One include the entire course population; all course participants are included, 

not solely the course-completers, because the different behaviors of participants can shed 

light on the possible benefits of interaction.   An overview of the results of all the 

Research Questions are found in Table 4.36. 

 Very little is known about the actual practices of learners in an online, distance 

education environment.  A majority of the literature written is speculative, hypothesized 

or based on student perceptions rather than on actual learner practices.  The first Research 

Question offers a unique, detailed picture of the interactional practices of learners.  In 

addition, much of the research available on interaction is by and large inferential, and is 

not descriptive in nature.  Therefore, the majority of references made to previous studies 

will be included as a part of the results section for Research Questions Two and Three.  
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Total Frequency of Tasks Completed 

 As outlined in Chapter Three, there was a wide variety of tasks students could 

complete in the course with many collaborative (e.g., course forums, text chats) and 

individual tasks (e.g., online quizzes, PowerPoint presentations, assignments).  An 

overview of these tasks is provided in Appendix A. 

 Table 4.9 reports the total frequency of tasks completed in each group, the mean 

number of tasks each student completed, and the standard deviation.  Groups Æ and Ø 

completed approximately 3000 tasks, Group Å completed just over half as many. Groups 

Æ and Ø, however, had a high standard deviation, meaning that some members of these 

groups completed a very large number of tasks while others completed very few.  

 

Table 4.9: Total Frequency of Tasks Completed 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency of tasks  Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
 Total Tasks  2996  3070  1685  7751 
 Mean   230.46  219.29  105.31  180.26 
 s   174.40  189.32  86.45  160.87 
___________________________________________________________________ 
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Illustration K: Bar Graph for Total Frequency of Tasks Completed 
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Weekly Frequency of Tasks Completed 

 To better understand how students used the course website on a weekly basis, and 

to examine the variability of the number of tasks completed between weeks, weekly 

frequency of tasks was also calculated.  Table 4.10 outlines the number of tasks 

completed by each group per week, the mean number of tasks completed per course 

participant, and the standard deviations. 
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Table 4.10: Overall: Weekly Frequency of Tasks Completed 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency of tasks  Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Week 1 
 Total tasks  1082  841  672  2595 
 Mean   83.23  60.07  42.00  60.35 
 s   45.04  52.28  41.46  48.27  
 
Week 2 
 Total tasks  504  635  254  1393 
 Mean   38.77  45.36  15.88  32.40 
 s   33.22  36.70  24.77  33.53 
 
Week 3 
 Total tasks  487  384  310  1181 
 Mean   37.46  27.43  19.38  27.47 
 s   32.15  23.64  22.14  26.45 
 
Week 4 
 Total tasks  225  355  143  723 
 Mean   17.31  25.36  8.94  16.81 
 s   23.95  33.61  14.00  25.13 
 
Week 5 
 Total tasks  313  370   86  769 
 Mean   24.077  26.43  5.38  17.88 
 s   33.089  28.86  9.81  26.47 
 
Week 6 
 Total tasks  385  485  220  1090 
 Mean   29.62  34.64  13.75  25.35 
 s   43.01  43.33  18.36  36.27 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Each group had the highest frequency during their first week of instruction and 

the lowest frequency during weeks four and five.  Each group had an increase in tasks 

completed from weeks five to six.  There are several possible reasons for the difference in 

the participation from week to week.  First, students needed to spend time initially to 
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orient themselves with the course website during the beginning of the course.  Second, 

there were some participants who did not need 6 weeks to complete the course materials.  

A six-week period was given to afford students flexibility in scheduling, but an average 

university course would complete these materials in just two weeks.  One possible reason 

why participants likely completed more tasks in week one than any other week is the 

Hawthorne effect.  The course was a new and exciting way of learning Norwegian, and 

there was the novelty of using a new technical medium. 

 

Assignments Completed 

 Participants were encouraged to complete six assignments during the course.  

There were three written and three oral assignments, one written and one oral assignment 

per chapter.  Descriptions of the assignments can be found in Appendix C.  Assignments 

were given detailed feedback from one of the course instructors within 12 hours of 

submission.  As reported in Table 4.11, a total of 96 assignments were submitted (37%).   
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Table 4.11: Assignments Completed 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Assignments  Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL      ___  
 
Chapter 1 
 Written  

Total 9   5   6   20 
Mean .69  .36  .37  .46 

  s .48  .50  .5  .50 
 Oral    

Total 8   6   4   18 
Mean .62  .43  .25  .42  

  s .51  .51  .45  .42 
Chapter 2 
 Written  

Total 7   6   4   17 
Mean .54  .25  .43  .40  

  s .52  .45  .51  .50 
 Oral    

Total 5   6   3  14 
Mean .38  .43  .19  .33  

  s .40  .51  .40  .47 
Chapter 3 
 Written   

Total 6   5   2   13 
Mean .46  .36  .16  .30  

  s .52  .50  .34  .46 
 Oral    

Total 5   5   4   14 
Mean .38  .36  .16  .28  

  s .51  .50  .34  .45 
TOTAL WRITTEN   

Total 22  16  12  50 
Mean 1.69  1.14  .75  1.16  

  s 1.25  1.40  1.12  1.29    
TOTAL ORAL  

Total 18  17  11  46 
Mean 1.38  1.21  .56  1.02  

  s 1.32  1.48  1.09  1.31 
TOTAL                 

Total 40   33   29  96 
Mean 3.08  2.36  1.31  2.18  

  s 2.53  2.87  2.15  2.56 
___________________________________________________________________ 
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 Group Æ submitted a total of 40 assignments for a completion rate of 51%, Group 

Ø submitted 33 assignments (39%), and Group Å submitted 29 assignments (30%).  

These results are also in a bar graph in Illustration L. 

 

Illustration L: Bar Graph for Assignments Completed 

0
.2

.4
.6

.8
M

ea
n 

# 
A

ss
ig

nm
en

ts
 C

om
pl

et
ed

Æ Ø å

Bar Graph: Assignments by Group

mean of ch1written mean of ch1oral
mean of ch2written mean of ch2oral
mean of ch3written mean of ch3oral

 

 

 There was a higher completion rate of assignments at the beginning of the course 

than at the end of the course (38 total assignments for Chapter 1 completed versus 27 for 

Chapter Three).  This follows frequently citied attrition trends in DE (Carr & Ledwith, 

2000; Carr 2000).  Also important to note is that despite technical problems and lack of 

technical know-how with recording oral assignments (discussed in further detail in 

Chapter Five), almost as many oral assignments were turned in as written assignments.  
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Office Hours 
 Attendance was not frequent during virtual office hours; the mean number of 

times participants attended was between two and three times throughout the entire course.  

This could have been because there were simply too many office hours offered, or 

because participants knew that they also had the possibility of getting questions answered 

in the course forum (an electronic bulletin board).  There was no significant difference 

betwen group mean scores (see Table 4.12). 

 

Table 4.12: Office Hours  
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
 Total   36  41  39  116 
 Mean   2.77  2.92  2.44  2.70 
 s   4.72  3.15  2.13  3.33 
___________________________________________________________________ 
   
 

Interactional Partner 

 Chat sessions were either between the learner and the instructor or between 

learners; the instructors were actively involved in all activities in the course other than the 

Learner-Learner chat sessions.  Table 4.13 shows the number of Learner-Instructor and 

Learner-Learner tasks completed in the chatroom where participants had a choice to 

complete an activity with their classmates and their instructor, or solely with their 

classmates. Each group attended a far greater number of Learner-Instructor chat sessions 

than Learner-Learner.  Sixty-nine percent of the chat sessions attended in Group Æ were 

Learner-Instructor, 61% in Group Ø, and 78% in Group Å. 
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Table 4.13: Interactional Partner  
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency   Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Learner-Instructor Chat  
 Total Tasks  162  126  47  335 
 Mean   12.46     9  2.93  7.80 
 s   25.00  16.65  5.07  17.02 
 
Learner-Learner Chat  
 Total Tasks  73  81  13  167 
 Mean   5.62  5.79  .81  3.88 
 s   10.55  7.50  2.50  7.56 
 
TOTAL   235  207  60  502 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 These findings mirror that of Curtis et al. (1999) who suggest that “some language 

students, particularily those who are accustomed to teacher-centered approaches may 

believe that they cannot learn from their peers or from a more collaborative style of 

learning” (44). Thurmond, Wambach, Connors & Frey (2002), have also reported that 

students report less satisfaction working with their classmates.  Further discussion of this 

point will be addressed in the results of Research Question Two and Three in this chapter 

and the recommendations for further research section of Chapter Five. 

 On the other hand, this finding contradicts previous findings with CMC FL 

learners (Beauvois 1995, 1998) that students like CMC because they feel in control of the 

environment and it is more student-centered than the classroom.  At first glance, this may 

seem like this finding challenges preconceived notions of student preferences.  However, 

this is likely due to the informal, non-credit nature of the course and that the teacher 

assumes a different role in this environment.  In the academic environment, the teacher 
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can be seen as a threat to students because they are grade-giving authority figures and act 

as the FL expert. 

 

Interactional Purpose 

 As detailed in Table 4.14, each task on the course website was coded as having 

one of four interactional purposes: foreign language, language and culture, technical and 

administrative, or social. The majority of tasks completed (42%) were foreign language 

tasks where students were practicing Norwegian. An example of this type of task was 

discussing (in the chatroom or course forum) what countries each participant has been to 

and what language each participant speaks.  Participants spent 27% of their time on 

technical and administrative tasks such as posting a question in the course forum on how 

to create an mp3 file, 19% on social tasks such as accessing information on classmates 

from their profile page, and 11% on language and cultural tasks such as discussing free 

Norwegian language resources available online. 

In a study of learner preferences, Hao (2004) found that students preferred 

instructional interaction more then other types of interaction; she defined this as anything 

considered to be directly related to the course content.  In the present study, this 

correlates to the combination of foreign language and language and cultural tasks, which 

learners did complete more than any other task.  So, although Hao’s study was based on 

students’ attitudes towards the task, the same result was found investigating actual 

practices: learners prefer to spend time on the course content. 
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Table 4.14: Interactional Purpose  
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency    Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Foreign Language     
 Total Tasks  1250  1289  734  3273 
 Mean   96.15  92.07  45.88  76.12 
 s   75.01  57.90  44.88  71.25 
 
Language & Culture    
 Total Tasks  278  412  191  881 
 Mean   21.38  29.42  18.31  20.49 
 s   18.90  23.11  10.03  18.92 
 
Technical & Administrative    
 Total Tasks  856  774  467  2097 
 Mean   65.84  55.29  29.19  48.77 
 s   41.75  35.50  20.53  35.91 
 
Social     
 Total Tasks  612  595  293  1500 
 Mean   47.08  42.05  18.31  34.88 
 s   53.00  57.90  23.00  46.89 
 
TOTAL   2996  3070  1685  7751 
___________________________________________________________________ 
   

Collaborative Nature  

 Participants chose a variety of collaborative (receptive and productive) and 

individual tasks to complete during the course.  Productive tasks were posted to the group 

or to the instructor with the intention that someone would respond to the content of their 

message, not simply correct or give feedback on their language use.  A receptive task was 

namely where students receive interactions, but are not contributing.  And, individual 

tasks included tasks that students completed on their own and where there was no 

intention to share with others. 
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 Participants completed far more receptive tasks than productive or individual 

tasks.  Sixty-three percent of the tasks completed in Group Æ were receptive, a 

comparable 62% of the tasks Group Ø completed were receptive, and 57% for Group Å.  

This is detailed in Table 4.15.  A total of 62% of all tasks were receptive in nature, 8% 

productive, and 30% individual.  This mirrors the results from a recent study (Freeman 

and Anderson, 2007) that found that the overwhelming majority of tasks completed by 

students were receptive.  

 

Table 4.15: Collaborative Nature 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency    Æ  Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Productive    
 Total Tasks  276  252  118  646 
 Mean   21.23  18  7.37  15.02 
 s   18.98  18.53  9.38  16.67 
 
Receptive    
 Total Tasks  1899  1914  953  4766 
 Mean   146.07  136.71  59.56  110.84 
 s   131.33  126.57  55.33  112.20 
 
Individual    
 Total Tasks  821  904  614  2339 
 Mean   63.15  64.57  38.38  54.40 
 s   35.09  50.27  29.81  40.09 
 
TOTAL   2996  3070  1685  7751 
___________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
 These results do not support Hao’s (2004) findings that found that students liked 

receptive interaction least among task types (which she refers to as vicarious).  However, 
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her study was based on attitudes towards interaction, not actual practices.  Therefore, it is 

not known whether students in Hao’s study actually participated in more receptive tasks 

than in other tasks.  

 

Media  

 The course offered tasks that utilized a wide variety of media: synchronous (real-

time interaction, e.g., chatrooms), asynchronous (delayed conversations, e.g., course 

forums) and non-CMC tasks (without communicating with others e.g., online quizzes, 

PDFs, etc.). Half of the tasks participants completed in this study were non-CMC tasks 

(50%); the other half of tasks completed were CMC tasks: 42% asynchronous, and 8% 

synchronous.  Table 4.16 shows the results. 

Although students participated in far fewer synchronous than asynchronous or 

non-CMC tasks, it should be pointed out that many of the synchronous tasks were about 

30 minutes in length, whereas many of the asynchronous and individual tasks took about 

5 minutes to complete.  Thus, the total time-on-task could be similar.  Each group 

completed more non-CMC tasks than any other type.  This was an unexpected finding, 

since students had access to a large number of non-CMC tasks in the textbook and 

workbook.  It was expected instead that the participants would be specifically drawn to 

CMC tasks that connected them with a community of other Norwegian language learners. 
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Table 4.16: Media 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency    Æ   Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Synchronous 
 Total Tasks  271  248  99  618 
 Mean   20.85  17.71  7.07  14.37 
 s   39.49  25.76  8.62  26.83 
 
Asynchronous   
 Total Tasks  1279  1323  663  3265 
 Mean   98.38  94.5  41.44  75.93 
 s   69.15  70.52  39.16  64.63 
 
Non-CMC   
 Total Tasks  1446  1499  923  3868 
 Mean   103.29  107.07  57.69  89.95 
 s   76.79  103.23  47.92  80.24 
 
TOTAL   2996  3070  1685  7751 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Perhaps the greater variety in task-type for the non-CMC tasks sparked 

participants’ interests.  A breakdown of tasks completed is provided in Table 4.17. 
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Table 4.17: Non-CMC Tasks 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Frequency    Æ   Ø  Å  TOTAL 
 
Appointments  
 Total Tasks  102  117    82  301 
 Mean   7.85  8.36  5.13  7 
 s   6.90  8.4  3.88  6.56 
 
Assignments6   
 Total Tasks  160  142  104  406 
 Mean   12.30  10.14  6.50  10.56  
 s   7.72  10.99  7.62  9.01 
 
Audio7    
 Total Tasks  9  13   8  30 
 Mean   .69  .93   .5  .70 
 s   .95  .92   1.09  .99 
 
Course Handbook   
 Total Tasks  54  50  43  147 
 Mean   4.15  3.58  2.69  3.42 
 s   3.63  2.59  2.00  2.76 
 
PDFs    
 Total Tasks  133  172  149  454 
 Mean   10.23  12.29  9.31  10.55 
 s   6.14  9.28  5.69  7.11 
 
Powerpoints   
 Total Tasks   24   33   23   80 
 Mean   1.85  2.36  1.44  1.86  
 s   1.68  1.91  1.46  46.69 
 
Profiles   
 Total Tasks  615  621  315  1551 
 Mean   47.31  44.38  19.69  36.07 

                                                 
6 The number of assignments in Table 4.11 is different than these numbers.  Table 4.11 was an overview of 
the number of assignments each participant completed.  The numbers in this table show how many times 
assignments were accessed in the course.  If participants first read the directions, then later completed the 
assignment, and accessed the assignment to read the instructor’s feedback, it would appear as three tasks. 
7 The “Audio” listed refers to extra audio materials outside of the textbook intended for extra listening 
practice.    
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 s   53.09  57.28  23.34  46.49 
 
Quizzes   
 Total Tasks  297  287  169  753 
 Mean   22.85  20.50  10.52  17.51 
 s   14.69  21.15  12.29  16.86 
 
Trivia    
 Total Tasks  20   28   14   62 
 Mean   1.43  2  .88  1.44 
 s   2.37  3.57  1.53  2.56 
 
Videos    
 Total Tasks  32   36   16   84 
 Mean   2.46  2.57  1.00  1.95 
 s   2.57  2.50  1.51  2.28 
 
TOTAL   2996  3070  1685  7751 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

  
 
 The finding that students participated in far more asynchronous tasks than 

synchronous tasks mirrors that of Paulus (2007) whose participants relied primarily, if 

not exclusively, on the use of asynchronous tools when given a choice.  Only 2 of 10 

groups in her study used utilized the chatroom at all.  Her research did not include non-

CMC tasks, however.  To the author’s knowledge, this is the only similar study that gives 

a descriptive view of what media students choose when given an option. 

 
Profile Pages 
 
 One particular individual task that participants frequently accessed that deserves 

discussion was the profile pages of students and the instructors.  One reason that these 

may have been so popular is because, although accessing this information is done 
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individually, it is the link to communication with others (asynchronously and 

synchronously).  Profile pages included a mix of Norwegian and English and some 

participants updated their descriptions of themselves to include some phrases in 

Norwegian that they learned during the course.  Two examples of profile pages are below 

in Illustrations M and N. 

 

Illustration M: Profile Page: Mia 

 

 

Illustration N: Profile Page: Linn Marie 
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Summary: Research Question One 

 In summary, participants used the course materials in different ways, although 

some distinct patterns arose.  Participants in group Æ completed more tasks than any 

other group and had the highest attrition rate. All three groups participated in more tasks 

during week 1 than any other week.  Each group completed the fewest number of tasks 

during week 4.  The mean number of assignments participants completed was 2.18 (of 6). 

Participants in each group attended a greater number of Learner-Instructor tasks 

than Learner-Learner tasks.  Participants also completed a greater number of foreign 

language tasks than language and culture, technical and administrative or social tasks.  

Finally, learners completed more individual tasks than receptive or productive tasks.  

However, the number of individual tasks was almost equal to the number of 

asynchronous tasks completed. 

 

The following two research questions will examine the data collected in Research 

Question One in greater detail in order to better understand how the interactional 

practices affect student learning and attrition. 
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INFERENTIAL RESULTS 

 Because of the unique environment of a Foreign Language course taught at a 

distance, it is essential to investigate the relationship between interactional practices of 

learners and course completion (which is core to the field of Distance Education) and 

learner outcomes (which is fundamental to the field of Foreign Language Education).    

  

Research Question Two 

What is the relationship between interactional practices and course completion? 

 The results of Research Question Two are of particular interest to the field of 

Distance Education.  Numerous previous studies have found higher attrition rates in DE 

courses than in traditional F2F courses (Carr, 2000; Carr and Ledwith, 2000; Lambert, 

1991; Parker 1999).  It is therefore of particular interest for educators to find ways to help 

learners complete their studies.  Addressing these concerns can be done at an institutional 

level (e.g., shortening course length), but can also be done at the course level (e.g., 

finding activities that help sustain student interest in the course materials).  This research 

question expressly examines the relationship between the specific tasks (described in 

more detail below) and course completion to examine how instructors can create an 

environment that supports student course completion.  An overview of the results for all 

Research Questions are found in Table 4.36. 

 

 

 



 103

Total Frequency of Tasks Completed 

 A multiple logistic regression analysis was used to explore the relationship between 

course completion (the dependent variable) and the total number of tasks completed (the 

independent/predictor variable).  It was determined that examining the overall task 

frequency to course completion would be a better model than weekly frequency, because 

the overall frequency takes into consideration the Hawthorne effect as a possible 

confounding variable, as previously discussed in the descriptive results.  The results for 

the first logistic regression analysis are provided in Table 4.18. 

 
Table 4.18: Simple Logistic Regression Analysis for Total Frequency of Tasks  
____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|      [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Total Frequency .0399593      .0128405         3.11      0.002     .0147924    .0651261 
 
(constant)    -4.854511      1.562825       -3.11      0.002    -7.917591   -1.791431 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.646 
 

 The predictor variable (total frequency) is statistically significant (p=.002) 

indicating that total tasks completed makes a significant contribution to the prediction of 

the dependent variable: course completion.  This finding could be explained by three 

factors.  First, it could be an indication that learners feel that the variety of learning tasks, 

both individual and collaborative, take their learning differences and preferences into 

account and provide them with enough tasks geared towards their interest and needs. This 

supports Twigg’s (2002) finding that individualization is essential for successful distance 

learning.   
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 Further, it could suggest that participants were given a great deal of autonomy, one 

of the elements highlighted in Moore’s (1993) Transactional Distance Theory.  In most 

academic settings, students are not given much (or any) freedom to decide which tasks to 

complete.  Learners in this study, however, were given complete freedom in determining 

and completing activities they found useful.  Students who completed a greater number of 

tasks would be more likely to find tasks that match their needs, and in turn possibly be 

motivated to complete more tasks. 

 Finally, this finding could indicate that students who are more persistent in their 

studies are more likely to complete the course due to being self-motivated.  This is 

consistent with Diaz’s (2002) study that reported a statistically significant correlation 

between self-motivation and academic persistence. 

 

Total Assignments Completed 

 One specific task that participants completed were assignments.  There were three 

written and three oral assignments; each time participants completed an assignment, they 

were given detailed feedback from one of the instructors, as detailed in Chapter Three.  A 

second simple logistic regression analysis was used to explore the relationship between 

course completion (the dependent variable) and the total number of assignments 

completed (the independent/predictor variable).  The results indicate that the total number 

of assignments completed is statistically significant (p=.003), indicating that assignment 

completion makes a significant contribution to the prediction of the dependent variable, 

course completion. Table 4.19 shows the results for the regression analysis. 
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Table 4.19: Simple Logistic Regression Analysis for Total Assignments Completed 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable             Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|      [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Total Assignments   .9172301    .3089545         2.97     0.003     .3116905     1.52277 
 
(constant)          -1.113795   .4726825       -2.36     0.018     -2.040235    -.187354 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.3949 
  

 This finding could be interpreted in two ways.  First, it could be viewed from a 

motivational theory standpoint, specifically that of Bandura (1986) who differentiates 

between proximal and distal goals.  Students could either have attempted to master the 

overall course objectives by completing the course (a distal goal) or to divide up the 

objectives by completing assignments and then master objectives one at a time (a 

proximal goal).  Thus, it could be interpreted that completing assignments gave students 

an easily attainable proximal goal to work towards, which, according to Bandura, 

increases commitment and motivation. Bandura’s theory is complementary to that of 

Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development, which will be discussed further in the 

results of Research Question Three. 

 The results could also be interpreted from a different perspective; it might not 

have been the actual completion of the assignment, but rather the feedback participants 

received from the instructors that was beneficial (Lantolf, 2000; Havranek & Cesnik, 

2001) and DE studies (Northrup, 2002; Brown, 1996).  In this study, assignments were 

the only task in which learners received personalized feedback on their progress.  

Additionally, this feedback was done privately, whereas any feedback on other tasks was 
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public. The importance and benefits of instructor feedback have previously been 

examined in FL but to the author’s knowledge, no research exists on how feedback 

possibly correlates to course completion in DE.  A related area of research (Gunawardena 

and Zittle, 1997) found teacher immediacy to be a strong predictor of course satisfaction 

in online, distance courses. 

 

Interactional Partner  

 A third logistic regression analysis, a multiple regression, was used to explore the 

relationship between course completion (the dependent variable) and Learner-Learner 

Interaction and Learner-Instructor Interaction (the independent/predictor variable). As 

reported in Table 4.20, results indicate that neither Learner-Learner (p=.084) or Learner-

Instructor (p=.268) Interaction were significant predictors of course completion.  

 

Table 4.20: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Interaction Partner 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable            Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|     [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Learner-Learner     .5456045      .3156567      1.73      0.084    -.0730713      1.16428 
 
Learner-Instructor .1904977      .1718412      1.11      0.268    -.146305       .5273003 
 
(constant)           -1.088085      .5097944     -2.13     0.033    -2.087264     -.0889068 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.3396 
  

 Similar to the results in this study, previous inquiry of interactional partners has not 

unanimously favored one interaction partner over the other. Thurmond, Wambach, 
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Connors, & Frey (2002), found that students report less satisfaction working with 

classmates when required to work in groups, while other studies (Fredericksen, et al., 

2000; Jiang & Ting, 1999) have highlighted the importance of Learner-Learner 

interaction.  Trentin (1998) has pointed to Learner-Learner interaction as what helps 

learners overcome psychological isolation, which is often cited as a reason for attrition. 

Learner-Instructor interaction, in contrast, is suggested by Twigg (2004) to provide 

learners with “encouragement, praise, and assurance that they are on the right learning 

path” (15).   

 It is important to note that the findings from this specific research question might 

not resemble findings from a university course (which is where the previously mentioned 

studies were conducted) in that no power relationship between the learners and the 

instructors exists (because the course in the current study was not taken for credit). This 

could likely give the instructor a less intimidating role.  Additionally, with the 

participants from the Twin Cities metro area and the San Francisco Bay area aside, many 

learners were isolated from other learners and instructors of Norwegian and seemed 

genuinely happy to be a part of a community of learners that would not have otherwise 

been available to them.  In the Thurmond et al. (2002) study, learners’ frustration could 

have been the requirement of working in groups.  In this study, participants chose to 

interact with fellow classmates; they were never required to.  It is not unreasonable to 

think that students might have a more positive attitude towards something that they seek 

out and complete because they think it would be worth their time rather than something 

required of them. 
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 While the results here do not mirror results from these previous studies, two 

things should be reiterated.  First, the previously mentioned studies were based on student 

perceptions of interactions, not on actual practices.  Second, the only task included in this 

analysis was the chatroom, as this was the only activity that students could decide 

whether to complete the activity with classmates only or with the instructor.  The 

instructors participated in all other tasks in the course. 

 

Interactional Purpose 

 A multiple logistic regression analysis was used to explore the relationship 

between course completion (the dependent variable) and foreign language, language and 

cultural, technical and social tasks (the independent/predictor variables).  The results 

indicate that the foreign language tasks are statistically significant (p=.043) indicating 

that foreign language tasks make a significant contribution to the prediction of the 

dependent variable course completion.  Language and cultural (p=.624), technical and 

administrative (p=.304) and social tasks (p=.437) were not statistically significant.  The 

results of the regression analysis are provided in Table 4.21. 

 It was anticipated that learners who completed more foreign language tasks, 

which is the core of the content in the course, would be more likely to complete the 

course.  An unexpected result, however, was that the completion of language and culture 

tasks was not significant.  This could be due to a combination of Norwegian not being as 

difficult for English language learners because, similar to English, it is not grammatically 

complex or that learners were older and possibly associated “rigorous” language tasks as 
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the valid way of learning the language.  Also, this study only examined the very 

beginning stages of learning.  Questions of grammatical forms or culture are frequently 

discussed in more depth once students have some sort of foundation for the language and 

culture.  This will be examined in more detail in the results section of Research Question 

Three. 

 
Table 4.21: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Interaction Purpose 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable             Coef.           Std. Err.         z         P>|z|  _   [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Foreign Language    .0853563    .0421784         2.02       0.043     .0026881      .1680244 

 
Language             -.0437943   .0893579        -0.49       0.624     -.2189325     .1313439 
& Cultural 
 
Technical            .0436317     .0424497        1.03       0.304     -.0395682     .1268316 

 
Social                         -.0376403   .0484331        -0.78      0.437     -.1325674     .0572869 

 
(constant)             -4.613765   1.657931        -2.78      0.005     -7.86325        -1.36428 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6929 
 

Much research on language learning has examined language learning as a whole, 

and has not separated L1 (First Language) and FL use. Therefore, this model was 

adjusted and a multiple logistic regression analysis was calculated to explore the 

relationship between course completion (the dependent variable) and language tasks (a 

combination of foreign language and language & cultural tasks), and also technical and 

social tasks (the independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that language 

tasks (when taken together) are statistically significant (p=.026) and make a statistically 
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significant contribution to the prediction of the dependent variable, course completion.  In 

this model, technical (p=.390) and social (p=.694) tasks remain insignificant.  

 This model has a smaller p-value (p=.026 vs. p=.043 in the previous model) 

which suggests that a stronger relationship might exist between language tasks (both L1 

and FL tasks) and course completion than between FL tasks individually and course 

completion.  Table 4.22 shows the results for the regression analysis. 

 
Table 4.22: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Interaction Purpose (Adjusted 
Model) 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable            Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|        [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Language                 .0564161     .0254181       2.22      0.026       .0065976    .1062345 
& Cultural (combined)  
 
Technical           .0358444     .0417108       0.86      0.390      -.0459073    .1175961 
 
Social                       -.017279      .0439262      -0.39      0.694      -.1033728    .0688149  
 
(constant)           -4.627653     1.649358     -2.81      0.005      -7.860335    -1.394971 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6715 
 

Collaborative Nature of the Tasks 

 The relationship between course completion (the dependent variable) and 

productive, receptive and individual tasks (the independent/predictor variables) was 

explored with a multiple logistic regression analysis.  The results indicate that none of the 

task types (productive, p=.176; receptive, p=.099; or individual tasks, p=.111)  make a 

statistically significant contribution to the prediction of the dependent variable course 

completion. The results for the regression analysis are provided in Table 4.23. 
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Table 4.23: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Collaborative Nature of the Tasks 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z          P>|z|       [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Productive          .1429215        .1055267        1.35      0.176      -.0639071    .3497501 

 
Receptive            .0313776       .0190185         1.65      0.099      -.005898      .0686531 

 
Individual           .0446545       .0280572         1.59      0.111      -.0103366    .0996455 

 
(constant)            -5.256556      1.761548         -2.98     0.003     -8.709127    -1.803985 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6674  
 

 Kearsley (1999) stated that although “it is a widely held belief that a high level of 

interaction is desirable and positively affects the effectiveness of education, it is not clear 

from the research or evaluative data that interaction improves the quality of instruction in 

most distance education programs” (n.p.).  Although Kearsley does not specifically 

correlate the level of interactivity to course completion, the thought is the same.  Other 

studies have tried to link interactive tasks as a predictor of course completion, but as 

Kearsley pointed out, much of this research is speculative. Jiang and Ting (2000) have 

specifically suggested that receptive interaction is an important source of learning and 

that the completion of these tasks is much more important than once thought.  Bandura 

(1986) differentiates learning from performance and argues that individuals can learn 

through observation alone, which could lead to learning even without showing 

performance.  Beaudoin (2002) found that “lurkers” feel they are learning and benefiting 

from a low-profile approach to their online studies and that students who are highly 
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interactive do not get better grades.  However, the research in this area is not based on 

actual student practices. 

Much of the research on the role that interaction has on learning has combined 

productive and receptive tasks to examine collaborative learning as a whole. Therefore, 

this model was also adjusted and a multiple logistic regression analysis was calculated to 

explore the relationship between course completion (the dependent variable) and 

collaborative tasks (productive and receptive) and individual tasks (the 

independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that collaborative tasks (when 

taken together) are statistically significant (p=.028) and make a statistically significant 

contribution to the prediction of the dependent variable, course completion.  In this 

adjusted model analysis, individual tasks still was not a significant variable (p=.138).  

Table 4.24 shows the results for the regression analysis. 

 

Table 4.24: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Collaborative Nature (Adjusted 
Model) 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z          P>|z|        [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Collaborative        .0405403      .0184556        2.20      0.028       .004368       .0767126 
 (Productive & Receptive) 

 
Individual             .0389437      .0262512        1.48      0.138      -.0125077     .090395 

 
(constant)             -4.857925     1.566429        -3.10     0.002      -7.92807       -1.787781 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6465 
 

 The findings here would suggest that collaborative tasks are significant when 
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considered as a whole, not individually.  The benefits of collaborative tasks in DE have 

frequently been tied to Moore’s (1993) Transactional Distance Theory.  Moore’s theory 

would postulate that distance was significantly lessened by the number of interactive 

tasks learners completed.  This leads to a favorable environment in which to learn, an 

environment in which learners are more likely to complete their studies.  Additional 

studies in DE interaction have also highlighted the importance of interaction, and that of 

the Transactional Distance Theory have also suggested that collaborative tasks may lead 

to greater learner satisfaction as well as higher rates of course completion (Northrup, 

2002; Restauri, 2006; Tello, 2002).  These findings also echo the findings of King and 

Doerfert (1996), who found that overall interaction is essential to student satisfaction and 

persistence of DE learners and of White (2003) who has described the collaboration 

through CMC as “an opportunity for reflection on learning, … overcoming a sense that 

distance learning is an impersonal experience (51). 

 

Media 

 A multiple logistic regression analysis was used to explore the relationship 

between course completion (the dependent variable) and SCMC (Synchronous Computer 

Mediated Communication), ACMC (Asynchronous Computer Mediated Communication) 

and non-CMC tasks (the independent/predictor variables). The findings suggest that 

ACMC tasks are statistically significant (p=.027), a significant contribution to the 

prediction of the dependent variable, course completion.  Neither SCMC (p=.864) nor 
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non-CMC tasks (p=.210) are statistically significant.  The results of the regression 

analysis are provided in Table 4.25. 

The results from this analysis are also highlighted in previous research which has 

drawn attention to the importance of ACMC (delayed time) tasks for both DE and FL 

learners.  Paulus (2007) stated that ACMC is essential because it is much more 

convenient than SCMC (real time) tasks.  Because of the nature of this course (that it was 

not taken for course credit and that most students participating in this course did so in 

addition to work, studies or leisure interests the convenience of ACMC tasks is likely 

weighted heavily by learners. 

 

Table 4.25: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Media 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.         Std. Err.      z       P>|z|            [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Synchronous        .0287699    .1676441      0.17   0.864      -.2998065      .3573464 

 
Asynchronous      .0621783    .0301197     2.06    0.039      .0031447      .1212118 

 
Non-CMC             .0241791    .0192993     1.25    0.210     -.0136467       .062005 

 
(constant)              -4.92741    1.708055     -2.88   0.004     -8.275135      -1.579684 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6643 
 

 Finally, these results provide further insight to previous studies which have reported 

that the use of CMC increases student movitivation (Meunier, 1998a; Meunier, 1998b; 

Beauvouis, 1995).  These studies were with F2F learners, but CMC could act as a 

motivating factor in either setting.  In the case of DE, it is possible that ACMC 
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specifically acted as a motivator, sustaining learner interest.  This supports Meyer’s 

(2003) finding that learners find the “lag” in communication time to be helpful, freeing 

them from time pressure and giving them more time to reflect. 

Though some studies of media have examined the usefulness of CMC separately 

(SCMC separately from ACMC), some studies have examined the usefulness of CMC as 

a whole.  Therefore, this model was adjusted and a final multiple logistic regression 

analysis was calculated to explore the relationship between course completion (the 

dependent variable) and CMC tasks (the combination of synchronous and asynchronous 

tasks) and non-CMC tasks (the independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that 

CMC tasks (when taken together) are not statistically significant and do not make a 

statistically significant contribution (p=.602) to the prediction of the dependent variable, 

course completion. Non-CMC tasks (p=.256) remain insignificant in this model.  Table 

4.26 shows the results for the regression analysis. 

 

Table 4.26: Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis for Media (Adjusted Model) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable          Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|  __   [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Synchronous &    .018832       .0355194        0.53     0.602      -.0550345     .0926986 
Asynchronous (combined)      

 
Non-CMC                 .0418283     .0358229       1.17      0.256      -.0326695     .1163261 

 
(constant)                   39.04868     3.423874       11.40    0.000      31.92834       46.16902 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Pseudo R2=0.6448 
 

 These results from the previous two regressions show a weaker relationship 
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between CMC tasks as a whole and course completion than solely with ACMC tasks.  As 

mentioned in the previous model, it is likely that the flexibility that ACMC tasks offer is 

a strong consideration of learners. 

 

Summary: Research Question Two 

 In summary, there were nine regression analyses calculated investigating the 

relationship between interactional practices and course completion.   There were six 

variables that predicted course completion: overall frequency of tasks and assignment 

completion, the completion of FL and language tasks, collaborative tasks, and ACMC 

tasks. The findings for this question resemble much DE interaction research. The 

relationship between these tasks and linguistic outcomes will be examined in the next 

Research Question. 
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Research Question Three 

What is the relationship between interactional practices and linguistic outcomes? 

 Research Question Three is of particular interest to the field of Foreign Language 

Education. FL courses taught at a distance are growing exponentially and it is therefore 

essential that educators find ways to structure courses that meet the needs of this growing 

group of learners and that assists learners in developing language skills.  

 

Total Frequency of Tasks Completed 

 A simple linear regression analysis was used to explore the relationship between 

post-test scores (the dependent variable), the total number of tasks completed, and the 

pre-test scores (the independent/predictor variables) in order to understand what tasks in 

this setting predict linguistic outcomes.  As was done in Research Question Two, the 

overall task frequency was determined to be a better model for analysis than examining 

how the weekly frequency related to linguistic outcomes, because the overall frequency 

takes into consideration the Hawthorne effect as a possible confounding variable, as 

previously discussed in the results of Research Question One.  As was significant for 

course completion, the total frequency of tasks completed was also a predictor of 

linguistic outcomes, (p=.028).  The pre-test was not significant (p=.908).   Table 4.27 

shows the results for the regression analysis.   
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Table 4.27: Simple Linear Regression Analysis for Total Frequency of Tasks 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.          z          P>|z|       [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Total Frequency   .0311505      .0132087        2.36       0.028     .0036816      .0586194 
 
Pre-Test     -.0297723    .2545548         -0.12      0.908     -.5591479    .4996033 
 
(constant)      39.24553      4.176848        9.40        0.000     30.5593        47.93176 
______________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.2694 
Adjusted R2= 0.1998 
F(2,21)=3.87 
 

A study by Jiang and Ting (2000) found that instructor expectations for 

interaction were linked to perceived learning.  In this study, however, there were no 

guidelines or requirements for participation; learners participated in as many or as few 

tasks as they found beneficial to their learning.  These results indicate that the tasks were 

beneficial to their learning, but are not linked to course expectations. 

Another explanation for this finding is that participants who genuinely wanted to 

learn Norwegian have virtually no other options similar to this one available to them.  In 

some of the locations of participants, there are F2F courses available (e.g., the Twin 

Cities metro area, the San Fransicso Bay area), but even though they may be in the same 

city, there are possibly some conflicts due to scheduling, etc.  It is likely that this could 

make some participants feel a certain degree of urgency; those who really felt that they 

did not have any other options for language learning other than self study likely made an 

effort to do as much as they could during the six week course. 
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Total Assignments Completed 

 A second simple linear regression analysis was used to explore the relationship 

between the post-test scores (the dependent variable, used to measure linguistic 

outcomes), the total number of assignments completed, and the pre-test scores (the 

independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that the total number of 

assignments completed is statistically significant (p=.039) indicating that completing 

assignments makes a significant contribution to the prediction of the dependent variable, 

the post-test score. Table 4.28 shows the results for the regression analysis. 

 
 
Table 4.28: Simple Linear Regression Analysis for Total Assignments Completed 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|      [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Total Assignments 1.602996    .7262762        2.21     0.039     .0926223      3.11337 
 
Pre-Test                  .2243819    .2161609        1.04     0.311     -.2251493     .6739131 
 
(constant)        37.42737    4.543777        8.24     0.000     27.97807     46.87667 
____________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.2499 
Adjusted R2=0.1784 
F(2,21)=3.50 
 
 
 This finding could be interpreted in two ways.  First, it could be that students 

experience the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) when completing an 

assignment.  As there is one written and one oral assignment per chapter, the completion 

of assignments scaffolds and sequences the course content.  By doing this, it helps 

students break up the materials into more manageable pieces, nothing being too far  
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on track, a core component of the Zone of Proximal Development. 

 The results could also be interpreted from a feedback perspective, as was 

interpreted in Research Question Two.  Cardelle & Corno’s (1981) study of written 

instructor feedback given on written assignments in a FL course found that feedback 

leads to development of linguisitic forms, stating that it: 

 …support[s] the notion that a major learning function can be served, at least in 
 second language acquisition, by written feedback that makes students’ errors 
 salient in a motivationally salient way.  Specific feedback on errors draws 
 attention to material not adequately learner, allowing the student to focus there 
 and not be distracted by too much re-examination of work done well. (260)  
 

The feedback given in this study on written assignments did not interefere with 

communication, and was the only task in which students received personalized, private 

feedback.  So, learners could find this particularily helpful, especially because learners in 

this environment are likely much more intrinsically motivated to master the language 

than an average group of students at a university taking the language to complete a 

language requirement – they are not taking the language to fulfill a language requirement, 

but because of personal interest. 

 

Interactional Partner  

 A second linear regression analysis explored the relationship between post-test 

scores (the dependent variable) and Learner-Learner interaction, Learner-Instructor 

interaction, and the scores on the pre-test (the independent/predictor variable).  As 
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reported in Table 4.29, results indicate that Learner-Learner (p=.667), Learner- Instructor 

(p=.598) interaction the pre-test (p=.946) were not significant predictors of  the post-test 

scores. 

 
Table 4.29: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Interaction Partner 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Variable           Coef.           Std. Err.      z        P>|z|     [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Learner-Learner     .2097744    .4807186      0.44     0.667     -.792987     1.212536 
 
Learner-Instructor .1219865    .2277439      0.54     0.598     -.353079     .597052 
 
Pre-Test                   .0191119    .2806249      0.07     0.946    -.5662614    .6044852 
 
(constant)            43.89155    4.790445     9.16     0.000     33.89885    53.88424 
___________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.2347 
Adjusted R2=0.1200 
F(3,20)=2.05 
 
 
 These results suggest that there is no relationship between the interaction partner 

and linguistic outcomes; language development is not dependent on with whom the 

learner is communicating, just that the learner is communicating, practicing, and using 

the language.  This finding contradicts that of Fredericksen et al. (2000), who reported 

that the most significant variable for academic achievement was Learner-Instructor 

interaction.  Another study (Jiang & Ting, 2000) has suggested that the quantity and 

quality of Learner-Instructor Interaction is linked to student learning.  

 In the area of FL research, this finding also contradicts the Sociocultural theory 

(Vygotsky, 1978), which suggests that the Zone of Proximal Development is done 

through interacting with a more competent person, either that of an instructor or a more 
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competent peer.  These results would suggest that the competency level of the interaction 

partner is not significant. 

 While the results here do not mirror results from these previous studies, two 

things should be reiterated.  First, the previously mentioned studies were based on student 

perceptions of interactions, not on actual practices.  Second, in the current study, the only 

task included in this analysis was the chatroom, because this was the only activity that 

students could decide whether to complete the activity with classmates only or with the 

instructor.  The instructors participated in all other tasks in the course.  Thus, the 

instructor’s presence was quite visible in other aspects of the course. 

 

Interactional Purpose 

A multiple linear regression analysis was used to explore the relationship between 

post-test scores (the dependent variable), foreign language, language and cultural, 

technical and administrative, and social tasks, and pre-test scores (the 

independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that none of the task types (foreign 

language, p=.226; language and cultural, p=.333; technical and administrative, p=.512; 

social, p=.649) nor the pre-test scores (p=.971) make a significant contribution to the 

prediction of the dependent variable, the post-test, on a stand-alone basis. The results of 

the regression analysis are provided in Table 4.30. 

While much research in FL research suggests that tasks specifically done in the 

FL are essential to language development (Krashen, 1985), other research findings 

(Sorace, 1985; Alderson et al., 1996) have suggested that raising metalinguistic 
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awareness is also essential and results in more accurate production of those structures.  

The findings for this analysis suggest that the latter was true for this group of learners; 

language learning involves more than practicing the FL, that reflecting on grammatical 

forms or other linguistic concepts in the students’ native language is essential to the 

development of the language.   

 

Table 4.30: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Interaction Purpose 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.             Std. Err.         z        P>|z|   __  [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Foreign Language  .0844161     .0673752       1.25     0.226       -.0571339      .2259661 

 
Language           .16045         .16143           0.99     0.333       -.1787018      .4996018 
& Cultural 
 
Technical          -.0654779    .0979764       -0.67    0.512       -.2713186     .1403628 

 
Social                       -.0273647    .0590571       -0.46    0.649       -.151439       .0967096 
  
Pre-Test          .0095902     .2642058        0.04     0.971      -.5454857      .5646661 
 
(constant)           38.07363     5.059887        7.52     0.000       27.44321      48.70406 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
R2=0.3594 
Adjusted R2=0.1814 
F(5,18)=2.02   
 

In order to see if the combined nature of FL and L1 tasks, when taken together, 

would be significant, an adjusted model was created.  A multiple linear regression 

analysis was used to explore the relationship between post-test scores (the dependent 

variable), language and cultural tasks, technical and administrative tasks, and social tasks, 
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and pre-test scores (the independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate that the 

combination of foreign language and language and cultural tasks, together, is statistically 

significant (p=.042). Technical and administrative (p=.62) and social (p=.66) tasks, and 

the pre-test (p=.974) do not make a significant contribution to the prediction of the 

dependent variable, course completion. The results of the regression analysis are 

provided in Table 4.31. 

 

Table 4.31: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Interaction Purpose (Adjusted 
Model) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable            Coef.            Std. Err.         z        P>|z|    __ [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Foreign Language, .1022601       .0469218        2.18      0.042     .0040517       .2004686 
Language & Cultural            
 
Technical          -.0581665     .0938513        -0.62     0.543      -.2545996      .1382666 

 
Social                      -.0353293      .0539019       -0.66      0.520      -.1481472      .0774887 
 
Pre-Test          .0084648      .2581589        0.03       0.974       -.531868       .5487976 
 
(constant)           37.63104      4.80987          7.82       0.000       27.56387       47.69821 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.3543 
Adjusted R2=0.2184 
F(4,19)=2.61 

 
 
These results suggest that metalinguistic and metacultural tasks are important for 

linguistic development in DE learners.  These findings could also reflect the age of the 

students who are more mature and capable of examining language systems than younger 

learners, and also because they are likely more focused on mastering grammatical 
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structures of the language, possibly reflecting how they learned language previously. 

Because little of the research on FL learning centers on adult learners, learners in this 

setting may find metalinguistic and metacultural tasks specifically useful or interesting. 

The findings could also take into account Knowles’ (1998) distinction of 

andragogical and pedgagogical learning principles (e.g., how adult learners learn 

differently from children).  Knowles makes several distinctions of adult learner needs 

from the needs of younger learners.  First, is the distinction of understanding why 

something is important. For FL learning, this could transfer into learners needing to 

understand why the language is structured the way it is, and why they need to use a 

specific language structure in a specific sentence type.  Another point Knowles makes is 

that learners need to relate the materials to their previous experiences.  For heritage 

language learners (which many in this study are8), discussing Norwegian culture and 

society could be a topic of specific interest. 

 

Collaborative Nature of the Tasks 

 A fifth linear (multiple) regression analysis examined the relationship between 

post-test scores (the dependent variable) and productive, receptive and individual tasks, 

in addition to pre-test scores (the independent/predictor variables).  The results indicate 

that individual tasks are statistically significant (p=.033); thus, the number of individual 

tasks participants complete makes a statistically significant contribution to the prediction 

of the dependent variable, linguistic outcomes. Productive (p=.112) and receptive 
                                                 
8 Although no formal question asking learners if they were a heritage language learner was asked of 
learners, many learners identified themselves as such in their course profiles. 
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(p=.369) tasks were not significant, and neither was the pre-test (p=.749).  Table 4.32 

shows the results for the regression analysis. 

 

Table 4.32: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Collaborative Nature 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|       [95% Conf. Interval] 
 
Productive             .2852009    .1712623        1.67      0.112    -.0732552    .6436569 

Receptive              -.0260631    .028305         -0.92     0.369    -.0853061    .0331799 
 

Individual             .1438793     .0625765        2.30     0.033     .0129052    .2748534 
 
Pre-Test        -.0840301   .2586044        -0.32    0.749    -.6252955    .4572352 

 
(constant)              35.00327     4.806537        7.28     0.000     24.94308    45.06347 
____________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.4249 
Adjusted R2=0.3038 
F(4,19)=3.51 
 

 These findings contradict FL interaction research: the input hypothesis suggests 

that the completion of receptive tasks should lead to linguistic development (Krashen, 

1985) and the output hypothesis which would suggest that productive tasks would lead to 

linguistic development.  While these results certainly do not seem to resemble that of 

current FL research findings, recent studies in DE have questioned the effect interacting 

has on learner outcomes.  Findings from these more general studies (e.g., not language 

learning focused) have not shown that a relationship between interactivity and learning 

outcomes exists (Ebner & Holzinger, 2005).  And, Freeman and Larsen’s (2004) study of 

“lurkers” found that active participation in online course discussions had no relationship 
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to higher course grades. Additionally, Kearsley (1995) commented that students who 

were more self-directed or autonomous might not need as much interaction than others. 

 Based on research on FL learning, one would think that if productive or receptive 

tasks do not positively influence learner outcomes on a stand-alone basis, a combination 

of the two would.  Therefore, an additional multiple linear regression analysis was 

calculated to determine whether the completion of collaborative tasks (a combination of 

productive and receptive tasks) would be a statistically significant factor predicting post-

test scores, providing a better model for analysis. The results indicate that collaborative 

tasks (the combination of productive and receptive tasks) are not statistically significant 

(p=.712). Neither the individual tasks (p=.063) nor the pre-test (p=.825) are significant in 

this model.  The results of the regression analysis are provided in Table 4.33. 

 
Table 4.33: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Collaborative Nature (Adjusted 
Model) 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|     [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Collaborative      .0075589      .0201956         0.37     0.712    -.0345684    .0496862 
 (Productive & Receptive) 

 
Individual           .1261671      .0641377         1.97     0.063     -.0076219    .2599561 
 
Pre-Test              .0569501      .2536705         0.22     0.825     -.4721973    .5860975 

 
(constant)             34.81933      5.000923        6.96     0.000     24.38759     45.25107 
___________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.3443 
Adjusted R2=0.2460 
F(3,20)=3.50 

 

These results do not seem to resemble the FL interaction theories reviewed in 
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Chapter Three.   It is a stark contrast to the Sociocultural theory, especially, which, at its 

core, posits that learning cannot be done in isolation; learning has to be done within a 

social context.  These findings also contradict Interactionist theories that posit that 

language learning is a social process, which “evolves out of learning how to carry on 

conversations” (de Bot, Lowie & Verspoor, 2005, 404). 

 However, there are several factors that could have led to the weak relationships.  

First, collaborative tasks may not have correlated to the post-test scores (the measurement 

used in determining linguistic outcomes) because the speaking section was not calculated 

into the total post-test score since so many participants were not able to record 

themselves (discussed in more depth in Chapter Three).  This is an important 

consideration because the speaking section of the pre- and post-tests focused on 

communicative competence, and not discrete language skills, so those learners who 

completed a greater number of collaborative tasks would likely have scored higher on the 

speaking section. 

 A second factor may have to do with the level of this course.  Most research on 

CMC involves learners at intermediate or advanced levels of FL study.  Students might 

not feel as confident when their interactions with classmates and instructors are only via 

CMC.  Students who use CMC in F2F courses can first interact with their classmates and 

instructor in the classroom (in the L1 and FL) and have already established a rapport with 

one other, whereas participants in this study only interacted online.   

 Additionally, some learners may feel ‘safer’ completing individual tasks rather 

than CMC tasks.  This security for individual tasks might be for one of several reasons.  
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First, individual tasks are private and no one knows when the student has made an error 

(except the student), so they do not need to build up a comfort level with others prior to 

completing them.  Also, learners in a DE environment may feel that more discrete 

language learning items are ‘safer’ because it is the type of learning that is familiar to 

them; it more closely resembles the language courses they have previously done.  So, 

using CMC may just feel slightly awkward or unnatural.  It might simply take learners at 

the very beginning stages of language development more time to develop a comfort level 

with CMC.  This would resemble Meunier’s (1998) findings that anxiety towards CMC 

was initially high, and then students became very comfortable in the CMC environment.   

 

Media 

 A multiple linear regression analysis was used to explore the relationship between 

post-test (the dependent variable) and synchronous, asynchronous and non-CMC tasks, 

and the pre-test (the independent/predictor variables). The findings suggest that none of 

the task types are statistically significant by themselves (synchronous, p=.733; 

asynchronous, p=.660; non-CMC, p=.791, pre-test, p=.979).  The results of the regression 

analysis are provided in Table 4.34. 
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Table 4.34: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Media 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|        [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Synchronous         .0338931     .0980553        0.35     0.733      -.1713389     .2391251 
 
Asynchronous       .0235113.    0526059         0.45     0.660       -.0865942     .1336167 
 
Non-CMC             .0140204     .0521718        0.27     0.791      -.0951764     .1232173 

 
Pre-Test                -.0075512    .2793269        -0.03    0.979      -.5921891     .5770867 

 
(constant)              39.65316     5.541623        7.16     0.000        28.05441     51.25191 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
R2=0.2484 
Adjusted R2=0.0902 
F(4,19)=1.57 

 

 These results do not support that of recent studies for FL learning which suggest 

that CMC increases learner input and output (Abrams, 2003; Beauvois, 1995, 1998; Kern, 

1995; Chun, 1994; Kelm, 1992) and that this increased input and output can lead to 

linguistic development (Krashen, 1985; Long, 1980; Swain, 1995). To the author’s 

knowledge, no previous studies have investigated CMC use of FL DE learners.  The 

differences of how CMC is used in F2F and DE settings is outlined in Table 2.3.  

However, general DE research suggests that the incorporation of CMC in DE provides 

the needed discussion and collaborative learning experience, and that it gives individuals 

a sense of community (White, 2003), but this is still speculative.  Kearsley (1999) 

explains this further: “although educators believe that interaction affects the effectiveness 

of education, it is not clear from the research or evaluation data that interaction improves 

the quality of instruction in most distance education programs  (n.p.)”.  
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 One specific point to note in this analysis is that this study examined the 

frequency of tasks completed, following the recommendations given in a number of 

previous studies that have argued that frequency provides a better picture of interaction 

than duration  (Eastmond, 1994; Tello, 2002; Armatas, Holt & Rice 2003; Hao, 2004; 

Perrine, 2003).  However, a majority of the SCMC productive tasks in this study were 30 

minutes in length; many of the ACMC and non-CMC tasks could have been completed in 

five minutes or less.  Discussed more in depth in the results of Research Question Two, 

and in the data analysis procedures in Chapter Three, it could be argued that participants 

were spending just as much time completing each type of task, but were completing more 

non-CMC and ACMC tasks. 

 To further examine the role of media in this environment, a final multiple linear 

regression analysis was performed to see whether the combined effect of CMC (a 

combination of synchronous and asynchronous CMC) would be a statistically significant 

factor predicting post-test scores. The results indicate that CMC tasks are not statistically 

significant (p=.644).  The non-CMC tasks (p=.270) and the pre-test (p=.985) were also 

insignificant in this model, as illustrated in Table 4.35. 
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Table 4.35: Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Media (Adjusted Model) 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable         Coef.           Std. Err.         z        P>|z|      [95% Conf. Interval] 

 
Synchronous &    .019181       .0408595        0.47      0.644    -.0660506      .1044125 
 Asynchronous (Combined)      
 
Non-CMC             .0417778    .0368057         1.14      0.270    -.0349976      .1185531 

 
Pre-Test               -.0051124    .272074          -0.02      0.985    -.5726489     .5624241 

 
(constant)             39.0953       4.297071         9.10      0.000     30.13177      48.05883 
____________________________________________________________________ 
R2=  0.2729 
Adjusted R2= 0.1638 
F (3, 20) =    2.50 
 

 Although none of the FL interaction theories provide support for these findings, 

Carroll (2001) maintains that it is still not certain what exactly interaction provides, and if 

it is anything more than practice.  These results could reflect Meunier’s (1998) finding, 

also discussed in the previous section under collaborative learning, that student anxiety is 

initially very high with CMC.  Learners who are just getting accustomed to the online 

nature of FL learning might need more time to develop a comfort level with CMC.  

Learners must first familiarize themselves with the online nature of the program, and then 

with the collaborative, communicative-centered tasks that may not have been frequently 

used when they previously enrolled in an FL course.  This six-week course may not have 

been long enough for some learners to feel ‘safe’ completing tasks that do not resemble 

their previous learning experiences.   

 Finally, one of the variables of Krashen’s (1985) Monitor model posits that 

acquisition can only occur when and if conditions are optimal.  Known as the affective 
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filter hypothesis, if the learner has high-anxiety (in this case, possibly towards the use of 

CMC), they will have a varying degree of success acquiring the language.  However, 

Krashen would argue that many of the individual tasks do not promote acquisition of the 

language, only language learning, because the individual tasks do not mimic first 

language acquisition tasks. 

 
Summary: Research Question Three 
 
 In summary, there were nine regression analyses calculated investigating the 

relationship between interactional practices and course completion.   There were four 

variables that predicted course completion: overall frequency of tasks and assignment 

completion, language tasks, and individual tasks.  The findings for this question do not 

resemble FL interaction research, which could be due to sample size, the age of the 

population, or the duration of the course.  

 

 
CONCLUSION 

 This chapter has presented the results from the descriptive data (demographic  

information and interactional practices) and from the inferential data (the effect 

interactional practices have on course completion and linguistic outcomes).  An overview 

of the learner practices examined in Research Question One, Two and Three are 

presented in Table 4.36.   

 A series of regression analyses showed that the total frequency of tasks and 

overall frequency of assignments completed, in addition to four task types (foreign 
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language, language and cultural, collaborative tasks, and asynchronous tasks) were all 

predictors of course completion. Additionally, overall frequency of tasks and assignments 

completed, in addition to two task types (language and cultural and individual tasks) were 

predictors of linguistic outcomes.  There were three variables that were predictors of both 

course completion and linguistic outcomes: total frequency of tasks, total frequency of 

assignments and language and cultural tasks. 

 Some of the findings from these analyses resemble previous research conducted in 

DE and FL, but some are unique to this study possibly due to the novice level of learners, 

the age of the learners (Beauvois, 1995, 1998; Kern, 1995), the community program in 

which learners are enrolled, or that previous research is based on perceptions of 

interactions (Hao, 2004; Kearsley, 1999), not on actual practices (Freeman and Anderson, 

2007; Paulus, 2007).  A summary of the results, a discussion of the implications these 

findings have for practical implementation of FL DE learning, the limitations of the 

current study, and suggestions for future research will be discussed further in Chapter 

Five. 
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Table 4.36: Overview of the findings of Research Questions One, Two and Three 
 RQ1: 

Practices 
RQ2: 

Course 
Completion 

RQ39: 
Linguistic 
Outcomes 

Total Frequency of Tasks M=180 p=.002 p=.028 
 

Total Assignments Completed 
 

M=2.18 p=.003 p=.039 

Interactional Partner 
     Learner-Learner 
     Learner-Instructor  
 

 
33% 
67% 

 
NS 
NS 

 
NS 
NS 

Interactional Purpose 
     Foreign Language (FL) 
     Language & Cultural (L1) 
     Technical & Administrative 
     Social 
 
Interactional Purpose (adjusted model) 
     Language & Cultural (FL & L1)    
     Technical & Administrative 
     Social 
 

 
42% 
11% 
27% 
19% 

 
 

53% 
27% 
19% 

 
p=.043 

NS 
NS 
NS 

 
 

p=.026 
NS 
NS 

 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 

 
 

p=.037 
NS 
NS 

Collaborative Nature of Tasks 
     Productive    
     Receptive 
     Individual   
 
Collaborative Nature (adjusted model) 
      Collaborative  
      Individual  
 

 
8% 

62% 
30% 

 
 

70% 
30% 

 
NS 
NS 
NS 

 
 

p=.028 
NS 

 
NS 
NS 

p=.033 
 
 

NS 
NS 

Media 
      Synchronous  
      Asynchronous   
      Non-CMC 
 
Media (adjusted model) 
       CMC   
       Non-CMC 

 
8% 

42% 
50% 

 
 

50% 
50% 

 
NS 

p=.039 
NS 

 
 

NS 
NS 

 
NS 
NS 
NS 

 
 

NS 
NS 

 

                                                 
9 Pre-test scores were used as a predictor variable for all models of linguistic outcomes, and were NS in all models. 



 136

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS 

 
Few studies are concerned with specific aspects of the teaching-learning 

 process, fewer still with the pedagogical aspects of distance education, let  alone 
 with respect to foreign language instruction, and almost none with the 
 important question of how we go beyond where we are now in both distance 
 learning in foreign language teaching and the relationship of distance learning 
 to the rest of foreign language instruction. (Lambert, 1991, 5) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 The present study was designed to connect two separate fields of research: 

Distance Education and Applied Linguistics.  This chapter first summarizes the findings 

of the study and follows with some general pedagogical implications based on the 

research, recommendations for instructional design of DE FL courses, the limitations of 

the study, and finally offers suggestions for further research. 

 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS 

Research Question 1 

 How do foreign language learners spend time in an online environment? 

Research Question One sought to provide a picture of how foreign language 

learners use an online, DE course.   The results for Research Question One include the 

entire course population; all course participants are included, not solely the course-

completers, because the different behaviors of participants can shed light on the possible 

benefits of interaction. 
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The results suggest that if learners are provided with a rich learning environment - 

including a variety of tasks they can freely choose from - they will complete tasks that 

they find helpful for their language development.  In the current study, participants 

completed an average of 180 total tasks during the six-week course.  More tasks were 

completed during week one than any other week; the fewest number of tasks were 

completed in week four.  Participants completed an average of 2.18 assignments (of 6 

possible), and there was an almost equal number of written and oral assignments 

submitted. 

 Another finding was that participants attended over twice as many Learner-

Instructor chat sessions (M=7.80) than Learner-Learner (M=3.88) chat sessions, 

indicating a preference for working with the instructor. The results do not support studies 

by Beauvois (1995, 1998) whose participants reported enjoying working with classmates 

because they felt in control of the conversation.  On the other hand, these results are 

similar to findings by Curtis (1999) and Thurmond et al. (2002), according to which 

learners were dissatisfied with Learner-Learner work.  This finding in the present study is 

likely due to the informal, non-credit nature of the course and that the teacher assumes a 

different role in this environment. 

A third finding shows that participants divided their time between completing FL 

practice, language and cultural exploration, technical and administrative communication 

and social tasks: 42% of the tasks students completed were FL practice, 27% technical 

and administrative, 19% social, and 11% language and cultural tasks.  
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In addition, students completed far more receptive tasks than productive or 

individual tasks. A total of 62% of all tasks completed were receptive, 30% were 

individual and 8% were  productive in nature.  This finding does not resemble Hao’s 

(2004) study based on student perceptions, which found that students liked receptive 

interaction least among task types.  However, this study was based on perceptions of 

interaction (not practices).  Therefore, participants in Hao’s study possibly participated in 

more receptive tasks (as found in the current study) but enjoyed them less.  

Half of the tasks participants completed in this study were non-CMC (50%), the 

other half were CMC tasks (42% of the CMC asynchronous, and 8% synchronous).  

Viewing profile pages of fellow classmates and instructors and taking online quizzes 

were the most popular non-CMC tasks. 

A final significant finding is that the interactional practices of the three participant 

groups varied greatly.  Participants were divided into three groups for the study (Æ, Ø, 

and Å).  These groups were not given different treatments, but the first two groups  (Æ 

and Ø) seemed to have a group dynamic that was very strong, where several participants 

initiated social contact with their peers, which helped get conversations started and over 

time generated a strong sense of community.  This was not observed in Group Å which 

completed on average about half as many tasks as Group Æ and Ø.  Finally, 77% of 

Group Æ and 64% of Group Ø completed the course, whereas only 31% of participants 

completed the course in Group Å.  One possible reason that Group Å did not have as 

much success as the other two groups is because of the timing of the course; they started 

their course later in the summer.  
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Research Question 2 

What is the relationship between the interactional practices of foreign language 

learners and course completion? 

A series of regression analyses revealed that the total number of tasks and 

assignments completed, in addition to four task types (foreign language, language and 

cultural, collaborative tasks, and asynchronous tasks), were all predictors of course 

completion (which was defined as completing the post-test).  In regards to 

communicative partner, neither Learner-Learner nor Learner-Instructor tasks predicted 

course completion. This finding, however, is specifically limited to the synchronous chat 

sessions, and did not include the other tasks; the instructors took part in all other tasks. It 

is important to note that the findings from this specific research question might not 

resemble findings from a university course – by Beauvois (1998), for example – in that 

no power relationship between the learners and the instructors exists because the course 

in the current study was not taken for credit. This could likely give the instructor a less 

hierarchical role. 

Foreign language tasks (taken separately) and the adjusted model of language and 

cultural tasks (which takes all language tasks into account) were both predictors of course 

completion.  This was an expected finding; these tasks are the core of the course, so time 

directly spent on this should help students stay on the right track to completing their 

course. 

When taken separately, none of the variables of the collaborative nature 

(productive, receptive or individual) were predictors of course completion.  But, using the 
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adjusted model of collaborative tasks, the combination of productive and receptive was a 

predictor of course completion, reflecting Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional 

Distance Theory; distance was lessened by the number of interactive tasks learners 

completed.  The more interactive the course experience is for the students, the more they 

are likely to complete their studies. 

Asynchronous CMC tasks were found to be predictors of course completion, but 

the combination of asynchronous and synchronous tasks was not predictive of course 

completion. Non-CMC tasks were not found to be a predictor of course completion in 

either model.  This suggests that asynchronous tasks possibly offer the flexibility learners 

in this environment need and assist learners to overcome psychological isolation. 

Research Question 3 

What is the relationship between the interactional practices of foreign language 

learners and linguistic outcomes? 

Not surprisingly, it may be concluded from the results of Chapter Three that total 

tasks and assignments completed, in addition to two task types (language and cultural and 

non-CMC tasks), emerged as the best predictors of linguistic development. FL tasks, 

taken separately from language and cultural tasks, were not a predictor of linguistic 

outcomes, but the combination of FL and L1 tasks was.   

This suggests that language learning involves more than practicing the FL; 

reflecting on grammatical forms or other concepts in the L1 is essential in the 

development of the language.  This resembles previous findings (Sorace, 1985; Alderson 



 141

et al., 1997) that raising metalinguistic awareness results in more accurate production of 

those structures.  

It was surprising that neither the collaborative (productive and receptive) tasks 

nor the use of CMC tasks were predictors of linguistic development, as this contrasts FL 

interaction research which suggests that CMC increases learner input and output 

(Abrams, 2003; Beauvois, 1995, 1998; Kern, 1995; Chun, 1994; Kelm, 1992).  A number 

of studies suggest that this increased input and output can lead to linguistic development 

(Krashen, 1985; Long, 1980; Swain, 1995).   This could be due to the group of 

participants in this study being older than more typical university students (laregely ages 

18-23), who are the subjects in most of the previous research). Another reason for this 

difference could be the novice level of the learner or that the frequency of tasks was 

calculated and not their duration. 

Taken together, Research Questions Two and Three revealed that only three 

variables predicted both course completion and linguistic outcomes: total tasks and total 

assignments completed, and language and cultural tasks.  In this study, the levels of 

interactivity offered by technologies contribute only partially to learning.  In other words, 

participants in this study found that much of their success in this learning environment 

was not related to the technology used, but to the effort they put into the program, 

specifically how many total tasks, total assignments, and tasks directly related to the 

course content (FL and language tasks) they completed. 
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In conclusion, the present study contributes to the fields of Applied Linguistics 

and Distance Education research by providing preliminary answers to research questions 

about language learner practices in online DE courses that had not been addressed before.   

While this is an exploratory / preliminary study, the findings suggest several pedagogical 

implications, which are discussed in the next section.  

 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 …the online environment can be challenging and at times may seem 
 overwhelming.  The important thing for instructors to remember is that although 
 an online  environment is different from face-to-face instruction, the goal of 
 creating a  stimulating, interactive learning environment for students is the same, 
 regardless of the context. (Durrington, V., Berryhill, A., & Swafford, J., 2006, 193) 
 

 The following section examines the pedagogical implications of the findings 

outlined in the previous section.  The results will be discussed in terms of the nature of 

the task rather than by order of the research questions as there are many overlaps between 

learner practices, course completion and linguistic outcomes. 

 

Total Frequency of Tasks 

It is of particular interest for educators to find ways to help learners complete their 

studies and to successfully learn the course content (in the case of this study, the 

development of Norwegian language skills).  Therefore, the finding that learners who 

completed more tasks were also more likely to complete the course and learn more 

Norwegian, is of interest to both the field of Applied Linguistics and that of Distance 
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Education.  In practice, this provides evidence that learners need an environment rich in a 

large number and variety of tasks as advocated by Twigg (2002).  The real challenge, 

however, is possibly going a step further by finding reasons or specific incentives for 

students to complete these tasks.   

  One possible way of encouraging students to stay on track and to complete a 

greater number of tasks might be to give learners a reason or incentive to complete a task 

sooner rather than later.  One way of giving such an incentive could be providing learners 

with tasks that are available for a short time, but not available for the duration of the 

course.  This would prompt learners to visit the site more frequently, giving them some 

sense of urgency to log on to the site to find out what is new.  Diaz and Cartnal (2006) 

believe that a sense of urgency is essential when developing courses; shorter-term length 

leads to a greater level of course completion.  The same might also be true for the 

completion of tasks.  Participants would know that if they do not log in during a certain 

time period, they will not have the option of doing the task at a later time.  A specific 

example might be providing an updated audio recording or a video clip greeting each 

day, possibly in different dialects.  Other examples would be to provide a language-

learning tip or resource, a link to an interesting website, etc. 

A second implication is that instructors should be aware of the fact that not all 

learners will find all tasks equally useful.  Therefore, learners should be given some 

autonomy in determining which types of tasks they want to complete, an important 

element of Moore’s Transactional Distance Theory (1993).  If the total sum of tasks 

completed leads to course completion and greater acquisition of the language, then 
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learners should be encouraged to complete the tasks that they find beneficial.  

Completing tasks that learners personally find interesting or that they feel they need extra 

review with could prove to be more motivating as well; learners might have more vested 

interest in completing tasks that they choose to do rather than ones that they feel do not 

contribute to their learning.  Moore goes further to say that this will lessen the 

psychological distance felt by students as well. 

 

Total Assignments Completed 

 It is unclear from the results of the current study exactly how the completion of 

assignments benefited learners, whether the assignments acted as a proximal goal that 

helped learners divide up the material into more manageable pieces (as suggested by 

Bandura, 1986), or whether it was it the feedback given from the instructor.  Students 

have reported the need for prompt and meaningful feedback for successful online 

learning in previous studies (Northrup, 2002; Brown, 1996).   There was a very strong 

relationship between the completion of assignments and both course completion and 

linguistic development, and both of those points should be strongly encouraged for 

learners, regardless of whether the reason that students benefited from this was 

motivational or whether it was from the feedback given by instructors. 

 

Interactional Partner 

In this study, participants completed far more Learner-Instructor tasks than 

Learner-Learner tasks, but neither type of task was a significant predictor of course 
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completion or the development of language skills.  Previous studies (Fredericksen, et al., 

2000; LaPointe & Gunawardena, 2004; Jiang & Ting, 2000) had mixed results as to 

which interactional partner is favored by learners and which seemed the most beneficial. 

As previously discussed, the only task investigated for the distinction between 

interactional partners was the chatroom (a synchronous tasks), because this was the only 

task where learners had a choice with whom they would interact; the instructors 

participated in all other tasks.  

From what is currently understood about the role of interactional partners, Foreign 

Language Distance Education learners should be encouraged to communicate regardless 

of the partner with whom they are communicating.  Additionally, this would suggest that 

the use of a language tutor, someone who is not fluent in the language but above the level 

of the students, might also provide an extra resource with whom a learner can 

communicate and equally as useful as fellow classmates or the instructor in terms of 

language learning.  This finding is important as some universities emphasize Learner-

Learner interaction because it “saves expensive faculty time”   (Twigg, 2004).  In a more 

altruistic sense, encouraging students to work with a tutor also makes sense in a 

Vygotskyan approach to language learning. 

 

Interactional Purpose 

Based on the finding that language and cultural tasks together promote language 

development, FL practice together with reflection and discussion of cultural and 

linguistic topics in the L1 should be encouraged.  For Norwegian language learners it 
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may be very important to discuss language and culture in the learners’ native language 

because relatively few resources exist for Norwegian (a Less Commonly Taught 

Language) compared to More Commonly Taught Languages, and it may be difficult for 

new learners to know where to look for resources because they are not readily available 

at most local bookstores.  Given this situation, it is helpful for learners to exchange ideas 

on resources and to get instructor feedback on other resources, in print or electronic form. 

In this course, metalinguistic tasks completed in the L1 were mostly limited to 

asynchronous CMC.  But, based on the findings of this study, it would also be 

recommended to create non-CMC and ACMC language and cultural tasks.  Examples of 

SCMC tasks which could specifically be incorporated from the novice level of language 

learning at a distance would be a chat session discussing the two official Norwegian 

(written) languages and their similarities and differences, the geographical regions where 

each are used, and the many (spoken) Norwegian dialects. Additional topics could be 

covered as students have a better foundation for the language (e.g., finding verb endings 

in the dictionary, how to understand the codes given in the online Norwegian-English 

dictionary, etc.).  Examples of non-CMC tasks would be an online quiz about how to use 

dictionaries to find the gender of the noun or common grammatical errors made at this 

level, a video or PowerPoint presentation giving instructions on how to listen to 

Norwegian Radio or TV, or how to type the Norwegian vowels on the computer. 
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Collaborative Nature  

Learners in this study completed more individual tasks than receptive or 

productive tasks.  This is likely because they were convenient and provided private, 

immediate feedback. Although individual tasks focused on discrete language learning 

points, learners enjoy these activities and they were a predictor of both course completion 

and linguistic outcomes.  Meunier (1998) noted that learners in F2F courses initially have 

anxiety towards CMC.  The same could be true of DE students, possibly offering an 

explanation as to why learners completed more individual tasks than collaborative tasks: 

they feel a need to complete a task that more closely resembles something familiar. 

Perhaps given the age of the participants in this study, it may take some participants more 

than six weeks (the duration of the study) to develop a comfort level with CMC. 

One specific recommendation is to create tasks that scaffold task types: tasks that 

facilitate the development of communicative competence, but still are individual in 

nature.  One example as to how this could be done is to take a screen shot of a chatroom 

and blur out some of the questions or responses and create a task where learners fill in the 

appropriate phrases that are missing.  This may be beneficial, too, in preparing learners 

for a synchronous chat session, linguistically or simply that they feel more 

psychologically prepared.  

Based on the finding that collaborative tasks were a predictor of course 

completion, they should also be emphasized.  It is possible that receptive tasks help 

students stay on track by providing an environment with which learners can compare 

themselves with their classmates.  Although learners were able to read through numerous 
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archived chat sessions (a receptive task), learners would likely benefit from and be 

interested in archived oral and video chat sessions.  These could be Learner-Learner (at 

the novice level, or more advanced learners), or Learner-Instructor, or with native 

speakers.  This would provide more variety for the receptive tasks. 

Possibly the most significant pedagogical implication for collaborative tasks is 

that all task types were valuable to student success, regardless of their collaborative 

nature.  Learners in this setting completed a variety of collaborative and individual tasks, 

as noted by Twigg (2002) as essential for successful DE courses. 

 

Media 

 The results from this study indicated that asynchronous CMC was an important 

element of course completion.  However, participants completed far more non-CMC 

tasks than CMC tasks.  As previously discussed, this six-week course may not have been 

a long enough time for learners to experience complete comfort with CMC, relating to 

Meunier’s (1998) finding of F2F learners initial feeling of anxiety towards CMC use.  

Based on this possibility, the implications for media use are the same as presented for 

collaborative tasks.  Specifically, scaffolding of task types, in addition to scaffolding of 

language learning tasks, might prove to be a way to help learners feel more comfortable 

with technology they have little experience or comfort with.  A six-week course may not 

be long enough for a learner to establish complete comfort with CMC, so by scaffolding 

the task types, learners could be exposed to additional CMC tasks in the next course 

level. 
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In conclusion of the pedagogical implication section, instructional designers and 

instructors need to keep in mind that the facilitation of both non-CMC and CMC tasks are 

necessary for online learners and that based on the previous assumptions of learning, 

learning needs, or autonomy level of the learners, each learner will come with a different 

set of preferences and expectations.  Active participation, the completion of assignments 

and completion of language learning tasks were the only three variables that were 

significant predictors of both course completion and language development, and these are 

the three things that should be emphasized in future distance education courses with 

foreign language learners.  

 

Norwegian Language Learners 

In addition to the implications of the study that are directly related to the research 

questions, it is important to again point out that learners in this DE environment might 

interact differently than learners of other languages because of their strong heritage 

background.  Additionally, Norwegian is a less commonly taught language, and courses 

and resources are extremely limited.  Learners in this study might have been very highly 

motivated because of the limited opportunities for F2F Norwegian language courses in 

their community. 

�

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FL DE COURSES  

Adult learners should be in an environment that provides support and guidance, 

but that ultimately allows individuals to make choices in how and when learning happens.  
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This recommendation is in line with Moore’s (1993) Transactional Distance Theory and 

with Knowles’ (1998) andragogic learning principles.  Based on the findings of this 

study, the following recommendations are given: 

  (1) Integrate all course components into the CMS, including the synchronous and 

asynchronous audio used.  I believe that more students would have attended these 

sessions if they didn’t have to register for an account, download the software, and get 

accustomed to a new application in addition to the CMS. Additionally, these sessions 

could then be archived, allowing learners to listen to these sessions in addition to 

participating in them, providing a scaffolding of tasks. 

(2) Give explicit guidelines as to exactly what technical assistance will be 

provided by instructors and what learners will be required to do by themselves, or in 

collaboration with an outside source.  A specific list of things that students should know 

could include everything from finding out whether their computer has a microphone to 

how to play sound, etc. 

(3) Offer synchronous activities fewer days, but for a longer duration. While this 

study revolves around what the learner experiences in this environment, it should be 

noted that the most challenging aspect for the instructor was the scheduling of 

synchronous tasks. I gave students feedback on assignments, answered and posted 

questions and responses to the forum, and updated the calendar and website for 

approximately six hours.  Then, with only a few exceptions, I led the synchronous chat 

sessions every evening.  Thus, the majority of the eight-week study consisted of 

workdays lasting well over twelve hours.  This was in addition to having an additional 
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instructor who helped several hours a day and a conversation leader who helped several 

hours a week.  One weekend I taught for six straight hours, offering 30-minute chat 

sessions on every hour, and a 30-minute office hour on every half hour. I was surprised 

that I found that much easier and much more enjoyable than leading discussions one to 

three hours every evening during the week.  Several students commented that they found 

this scheduling easier too; they knew that if they missed one activity, there would be 

another one in a half-hour.   

(4) Clarify the use of the term “online technology.”  Many participants made 

comments about the technology used in the course during informal conversation at office 

hours, the chat sessions, or in the online forum.  It was not surprising that some enjoyed 

using new technology or ways of communicating and others found it to be challenging.  

But, what was particularly interesting to the researcher was that so many participants 

referred to the use of technology in this course as technology required for online courses. 

 In fact, the media used in this course were almost identical to the technology that 

I, and many other instructors require of our undergraduate, F2F students, and it is 

integrated into our course objectives.  Based on this observation, I would make a point to 

state in registration information that this is not technology specific to an online course, 

but that many university language courses use this same technology and reiterate this 

throughout the course.   

 The reason I believe that it is essential to clarify that CMC and CMS are used in 

F2F and DE courses is not moot.  When students refer to using CMC or CMS’s as online 

(DE) technology, it conveys the message that they feel they are using a technology 



 152

simply because they are learning at a distance; if they were learning in a F2F course, they 

would not need technology because they could accomplish everything in person.  

Explaining that students in F2F courses also use these same technologies reiterates the 

point that CMC and CMS’s are used in both settings because they assist in helping 

learners work towards course objectives and could possibly affect learner perception of 

these newer technologies. 

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study should be interpreted based on the following limitations. 

 

Log Reports 

 The most significant limitation of this study is that the results rely on the 

information provided in the Moodle log reports.  Although these reports are very detailed 

and give meaningful insight into how learners spend their time using the Course 

Management System, there are several limitations to these reports: a) logs do not track 

course-related tasks completed offline, and b) we have no information about how much 

time learners spend working with their print and audio materials, or c) how often and how 

long they interact in Norwegian with individuals not enrolled in this course or d) how 

often and for what purpose they use e-mail1 with course participants and the instructor.  

                                                 
1 Prior to the data collection, I analyzed a small number of log reports to better understand 
and to create a system for coding the reports.  At that time, e-mails were tracked in the 
log reports. Now, after a system upgrade, users are alerted to e-mails through a pop-up 
message.  It was not clear until after the data collection for the current study had begun 
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Technical Comfort Level 

 Another limitation to the study was the self-assessed measures of technical 

comfort level and perceived language level.  Based on my interactions with participants 

in this study, I felt that many overestimated their technical ability and underestimated 

their language ability.   

It did not seem to the instructors that a number of students actually solicited help 

from outside sources, which translated to the instructors feeling like they needed to 

provide much assistance.  Many large institutions offering online programs have help 

centers where students can get technical assistance day or night.  These help centers 

frequently have highly trained individuals ready and able to assist with a wide variety of 

questions. The community-oriented approach to this course could not offer the technical 

support needed by some students that would be provided if they were enrolled at a course 

at a university; these recommendations were discussed in the previous section. 

 

Course Participants 

Another significant study limitation was the sample, both in terms of its small size 

and that it was not randomly sampled.  As with many studies with Less Commonly 

Taught Languages, the sample size of the study can be problematic.  And, although there 

were 43 participants in the study, only those who completed the Post-test could be used 

when answering Research Question Three, which decreased the sample to 24.   

                                                                                                                                                 
that Moodle was not able to track pop-up messages; the log reports could only keep track 
of one screen at a time and could not track two screens open with pop-up screens.  So, no 
data on participants e-mailing each other or e-mailing the instructors could be collected. 
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Study Design 

Based on the objectives and rationale for this study, a descriptive and then quasi-

experimental design was deemed to be most appropriate.  This design captures how FL 

learners behave in an online DE course, and then further interprets their behavior. The 

current study is exploratory, following the most recent recommendations in the field of 

DE where there are limited empirical studies available.  This was essential to further the 

current knowledge of student interaction from perceptions to actual practices.  The 

design’s weakness is that it does not examine perceptions of learning, thus does not 

capture possible affective variables. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

  Although this study produced interesting results about novice FL learners in the 

DE context, the results need to be considered preliminary.  There have been so few 

studies conducted on DE interaction, specifically on actual student practices and on FL 

learners, that a number of questions remain unanswered.   

 First, the results of the current study should be viewed within the context of the 

population presented:  novice, North-American students learning Norwegian at a distance 

in a community education-type course.   Similar results might not been obtained from 

students of other languages, students enrolled in a university, or learners at a more 

advanced language level. 
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 Second, the students in the study were not exposed to an integrated synchronous 

and asynchronous CMC component, so future research needs to investigate students’ 

preference for use of these media. The application of newer media such as this could 

affect satisfaction, in addition to course completion, learner outcomes and motivation of 

students. 

 Another interesting avenue for future research is to determine whether individual 

differences or perceptions on how language is learned affect students’ interaction.  Do 

participants whose goal was to obtain a higher degree of communicative competence 

complete a greater number of collaborative tasks?  For those students who come to the 

class with a belief that grammar translation-type activities lead to language acquisition, 

does communicating through CMC change their views of language learning? 

Along these same lines, how do learner readiness variables (e.g., motivation, previous 

experience with taking online courses or with technology) affect both course completion 

and learning outcomes and how do these variables affect how one interacts?  Is it a 

domino effect?  There has been some preliminary research in individual differences 

related to student satisfaction of courses, but this area needs to be investigated further. 

 Another area that would be interesting to conduct further research on is the role 

receptive tasks play in linguistic development.  For example, do students first seek out an 

archived form of a task to read or listen to before completing a productive task?  Do 

learners find these useful, specifically at the very beginning stages of language learning? 

 The benefit that participants felt they received from completing assignments is 

another potential area for future research.  Were assignments helpful for course 
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completion and the development of language skills because they offered the participants 

tailored feedback?  Or did the completion of these tasks act as a motivator, scaffolding 

the materials into more manageable chunks? 

 Additionally, it would be valuable to gain in dept understanding of what a small 

group of foreign language learners interact in this setting, how their differing learner 

variables possibly affect their interactional preferences and how they react to a new 

learning environment. 

 A final question is why participants completed more non-CMC tasks than CMC 

tasks.  Were these tasks more appealing because they were private, because they were 

easy to complete, or possibly because they resembled their previous language learning 

experience?  Do learners feel different about using CMC after the completion of a course 

than at the beginning of a course? 

 

CLOSING REMARKS 

 Distance Education is an increasingly popular means of Foreign Language 

learning, and it is therefore useful to examine practices that can positively affect learners’ 

experiences in these courses.  This study contributed to both the fields of Applied 

Linguistics and Distance Education by exploring actual practices of learners in this 

setting.  The results of this study indicate that participants have different interactional 

preferences for FL learning in online, distance education courses.   

 The learner practices that were shown to predict both course completion and 

learner outcomes were the overall frequency of tasks, completing assignments, and 
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language and cultural tasks.  There was a correlation between total tasks, total 

assignments, foreign language or language tasks, collaborative tasks, and asynchronous 

or CMC tasks with course completion.  There was also a correlation between total tasks, 

total assignments, language tasks, and individual tasks with linguistic outcomes.    The 

interactional partner (Learner-Learner or Learner-Instructor) was the only variable that 

did not predict either course completion or linguistic outcomes. 

 Very few studies have posed the question of how the fields of DE and FL 

interaction intercept (Kearsley, 1995).  As this is a relatively new field of research, much 

remains to be investigated to further our understanding of the unique challenges learners 

face in this environment and how learner preferences and needs are best met. 
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Appendix A: Moodle 

 
The word Moodle is an acronym for Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning 

Environment.  Moodle is a free Open Source Course Management System (CMS).1 

Moodle is grounded in social constructionist pedagogy and is designed to help educators 

create high quality online courses with opportunities for rich interaction.  Moodle was 

created in 1999 by Martin Dougiamas and based in Perth, Australia.  

Because Moodle is Open Source, it is free for anyone (or any institution) to use. 

In addition, because of the large number of features created by third-parties, Moodle 

offers a much greater number of course features than most other CMSs (e.g. Blackboard, 

WebCT, ANGEL, CyberExtension). Thus, Moodle is very cost-effective and adaptable to 

a wide variety of instructional needs.  Moodle has over 16 million users who speak over 

70 languages, located in 196 countries (Wikipedia, 2008).  Moodle is used in a variety of 

courses and institutions; it can be easily adapted for a single-teacher site or a University 

with 200,000 students. 

 
 
 

                                                 
1 CMSs are sometimes referred to as a Learning Management Systems (LMS), or Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE) 
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Appendix B: Course Checklist 
This is a checklist of all the resources available for the Level 1 course at NorwegianOnline.com  

 Resources Textbook Workbook Quizzes Forum 
Getting 
started 

___ Read/ print 
course 
handbook 
___ Read/ print 
welcome letter�
___ Link to 
audio material 
(mp3) 
___ Norwegian 
dictionary 
choices 
___  
Norwegian 
vowels on a 
MAC / PC 
�

___ Order 
textbook�

___ Order 
workbook 
(& glossary) 
 
___ 
Download 
workbook 
key (pdf)�

n/a� n/a 
 
*the forum 
discussions will be 
added as we go, so 
you won’t see 
them all at the 
beginning of the 
course.�

Ch. 1 ___ Famous 
People (ppt) 
___ ABC song 
(mp3)�

___ Pg.�
4-17�

___ Pg. 1-6 
 
___ Check 
answers in 
key 
 
�

___ Pronoun match 
___ Pronoun fill in 
the blank 
___ Vocab fill in 
the blank 
 
___ Responses 
___ Video-fill in 
___ Listening 
___ Jepårdi�

___ About me 
___ Names 
___ My travels 
___ Strategies for 
learning 
Norwegian�

Ch. 2 ___ Vowels 
(mov)�

___ Pg.�
18-31�

___ Pg. 7-
12 
 
___ Check 
answers in 
key 
�

___ Vocab 
matching 
___ Responses 
___ Listening 
___ Jepårdi�

___ My freetime�

�

___ Favorite 
Norwegian 
language resource�

Ch. 3 ___  Numbers 
(mov)�
___ The Royal 
Family (ppt) 
___ Lexin 
family picture 
dictionary�

___ Pg.�
32-45�

___ Pg. 13-
18 
 
___ Check 
answers in 
key 
�

___ Vocab 
matching 
___ Numbers 
___ Family 
___ Word order 
___ Listening 
numbers 
___ Video-fill in 
the blank 
___ Jepårdi�

___ My family�

___ Who am I? 
�

___ Final 
reflection�
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 Learner-Instructor 
Chats�

Learner-Learner 
Chats 

w/ fellow 
students or w/ 

instructor 

Assignments  

Getting 
started 

___ Useful phrases 
for the chatroom 
(pdf) 
 
___ Orientation 
session (sign up for a 
time) 
 
*a reminder that you 
do NOT need to sign 
up for a time for 
Instructor-Student 
chats. 

n/a n/a ___  Om meg 
selv 
 
___  Pick a 
Norwegian 
name 
 

___  PRE-
TEST 
 
___ Survey 

Ch. 1  
___ Exercise N, pg. 
13  
 
___ Who and where? 

___ Exercise D, 
pg. 6 
 
___  Info gap #1 
 
___  Info gap #2 
 

___ Go over 
the basic 
sounds of the 
alphabet 
 
 

 
___ Ch. 1 
Written 
 
 
___ Ch. 1 
Oral 

___ weekly 
offline log 
report 

Ch. 2 ___ Exercise J, pg. 
26 
 
___ WB Ex. 2.1 
  

___ Exercise A & 
B, pg. 18 
 
___ Exercise H, 
pg. 25 
 
___ Exercise L, 
pg. 27 
 

___ Go over 
the vowels 
 
___ Exercise I, 
pg. 25 
 
 

 
___ Ch. 2 
Written 
 
 
___ Ch. 2 
Oral 

___ weekly 
offline log 
report 

Ch. 3  
 
___ Familie Nilsen 
___ Familie Oslen 
___ 20 questions 
___ Famous people 
 

___ Telephone 
Numbers 
 
___ Familie 
Hansen 
 
___ Exercise F, 
pg. 35 

___ Exercise 
E, pg. 35 
 
___ Exercise 
M, pg. 40-41 
 
___ Interview 
each other 
about family 

 
___ Ch. 3 
Written 
 
 
___ Ch. 3 
Oral 

___ weekly 
offline log 
report 
 
___  
POST-TEST 
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Appendix C: Assignment Descriptions 

There were two assignments per chapter, one written and one oral.  The description of 
each assignment follows. 
 
Chapter 1 Written: Use the directions from workbook exercise 1.12 and write two 
dialogs about meeting other students.  Use as many phrases from chapter 1 as possible. 
 
Workbook 1.12 directions: Write two short dialogs about meeting other students in your 
class.  Include greetings, at least two questions, and a closing.   
 
Chapter 1 Oral: Use the directions from workbook exercise 1.13 and create an 
introduction of yourself and two others. If you would like to stick to what the directions 
say and introduce several of your classmates, look for their information in the "profiles" 
section of the website.  Record as an mp3 file of yourself and upload to moodle. 
 
Workbook 1.13 directions: Write short introductions of yourself and of two other 
classmates, one female and one male.  3-5 sentences each.  
 
Chapter 2 Written: Use the directions from workbook exercise 2.8 and write a dialog 
between two people.  You should include a minimum of 10 questions and 10 answers (20 
total).  These should be a mix of open ended questions (with question words) and yes/no 
questions (questions that start with a verb). 
 
Workbook 2.8 directions: Write a dialog about two people who know one another but 
who haven’t seen another for awhile. 
 
Chapter 2 Oral: Use the directions from exercise 2.4 in your workbook.  Record as an 
mp3 file and upload to moodle. 
 
Workbook 2.4 directions: Make a list of 8 positive and 8 negative sentences that describe 
your studies, work, and leisure activities.  Remember that “ikke” should be placed after 
the verb in the negative sentences. 
 
Chapter 3 Written: For this submission, you will prepare information that you could 
possibly put in your profile, på norsk of course!   
 
Ideas: Tell about yourself. You decide how much personal information to share with the 
others. Ideas: Hva heter du? Hvor kommer du fra? Hvor bor du? Hvor har du reist? Er 
du student? Jobber du? Hvor jobber du? Hva gjør du i fritida? 
 
Ideas of additional information to share in English (and some of you already have this in 
your profile, which is great!): Why you are taking Norwegian, what previous exposure 
you have to the country, language, etc. if you would like to exchange phone numbers or 
get together with someone to practice (keep in mind that you can always access the chat 
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room, you can use it whenever you like with other course members!) And anything else 
about yourself that you would like to share. 
 
Chapter 3 Oral: Use the workbook exercise 3.14 as a guide to tell a bit about your 
family or a friend. You can alternatively make up a family or describe a famous family.  
Record as an mp3 file and upload to moodle. 
 
Workbook 3.14 directions: Find a photo of a family member or friend and write a 
description of the person that includes name and relationship to you, basic identity, 
work/school, languages, and leisure activities.  
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Appendix D: Questionnaire for Potential Participants 

To find out if you are eligible to participate in my dissertation study, please answer the 
questions below. (You will see a message that begins with "Thank you..." at the top of 
your screen when you successfully submit the form. If you don't see this message, it 
means that you have skipped a required question.): 
 
1. First & Last name: * 
 
2. Email: * 
 
3. Gender: * 

Male 
Female 

 
4. Age: * 
 
5. I currently reside in (city & state/ city & province): * 
 
6. My native language is English: * 
If you answered NO, do you consider yourself fluent in English? 
 
7. I am currently comfortable with navigating websites: * 
 
8. I am currently comfortable with using email: * 
 
9. I am currently comfortable with downloading and uploading information on a website: 
* 
 
10. I am currently comfortable with using online forums: * 
 
11. I am currently comfortable with using blogs: * 
 
12. I am currently comfortable with using chatrooms: * 
 
13. I am currently comfortable with video chats: * 
 
14. I am currently comfortable with recording an .mp3 of myself on my computer: * 
 
15. If you answered that you were not comfortable with some of the technology used, is 
there someone you can get help from? 

Yes 
No 
N/A 
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16. Have you taken an online course before?: * 
Yes 
No 

 
If you answered "yes", please specify what type of course(s) is was and when you took it: 
 
17. Are there beginning Norwegian language courses offered in my local area: * 

Yes 
No 
Not sure 

 
18. I have studied Norwegian in a FORMAL environment (such as a university course): * 

Yes 
No 

 
If you answered "yes" to the above question, specify how many years ago this was, what 
textbooks you have used, how many semesters or courses you completed, etc. 
 
19. I have studied Norwegian in an INFORMAL environment (such as a non-credit 
course or self-study): * 

Yes 
No 

 
If you answered "yes" to the above question, specify how many years ago this was, what 
textbooks you have used and how many chapters in each you have gone through, how 
many courses you completed, etc. 
 
20. I haven't studied Norwegian before but I have had exposure to the language: 

Yes 
No 

 
If you answered yes to the above question, specify your exposure to the language: 
 
21. Additional comments about your knowledge of Norwegian, if any: 
 
22. I am available to participate in the course: * 
A- May 19- June 29 
B- May 26- July 6 
C- June 2- July 13 
D- I am available for any of the dates 
E- I am available for A or B 
F- I am available for B or C 
G- I am available for A or C 

23: Additional comments, if any: 
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Appendix E: Measurement of Language Proficiency (Pre- and Post-test) 

Lytteforståelse (22p) 
Write out the numbers you hear.  You can listen to the clips as many times as 

you need.  ____/ 6p 
1. 
 

4.  

2.  
 

5.  

3. 
 

6. 

 
Write the words you hear. You can listen to the clips as many times as you 

need.    ____/ 6p 
1. 
 

4.  

2.  
 

5.  

3. 
 

6. 

 
Listen to the recording to determine if the following statements 

are true (RIKTIG) or false (GALT).  Circle the correct answer.   
You can listen to the clips as many times as you need. ____/ 5p 

 
1. Hun heter Hilde.    RIKTIG  GALT 

2. Hun kommer fra Trondheim.  RIKTIG  GALT 

3. Hun bor i Oslo.    RIKTIG  GALT 

4. Hun studerer matematikk.   RIKTIG  GALT 

5. Hun leser mye.    RIKTIG  GALT 

 

      Listen to the recording and answer the following questions. You will hear the 
recording 3 times. Answer in complete sentences. 

          ____/ 5p 

 
1. Hva heter han?  _______________________________________________ 

2. Hvor bor han?  _______________________________________________ 
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3. Hvor kommer han fra? _______________________________________________ 

4. Studerer han?   _______________________________________________ 

5. Jobber han?   _______________________________________________ 

 

Leseforståelse  

Read the text and answer the questions below in English.  ___/9p 

Erik Martinsen er tjuetre år og kommer fra et sted i Nord- Norge som heter Kirkenes.  

Men nå er han student ved Universitetet i Oslo.  Der studerer han biologi.  Han har 

ikke reist til USA før, men i 2005 skal han studere et år på Universitetet i Colorado.  

Der vil han studerer matte, engelsk og kjemi.  Hjemme i Kirkenes har han mor og far, 

en bror og en søster.  Broren hans heter Kim og er tolv år.  I fritida liker han ikke å 

lese, men han liker å kjøre snowboard og spille dataspill.  Søsteren til Erik heter Ida.  

Hun er sytten år.  I fritida liker hun å spille gitar, lage mat og lese.  Hun liker å gå på 

ski.  Hun liker ikke å se på tv eller surfe på nettet.  Moren til Erik er sykepleier og 

faren hans er lærer.  Moren heter Annelise, og hun er førtifem år.  Faren hans heter 

Rolf, og han er femtien år gammel.  Erik har også en bestefar som er åttifire, men han 

har ingen bestemor.  Bestefaren hans liker å høre på radio. 

1. How old is Erik? __________________________________________ 1 

2. Where is he from? _________________________________________ 1 

3. Where does he live now? ____________________________________  1 

4. What does he do? __________________________________________ 1 

5. Has he ever been to the U.S.? ________________________________ 1 

6. What will he be studying in the U.S.? __________________________ 3 

7. Does he have any grandparents?  Explain. _________________________ 1
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3.  Grammatikk        

A. Pronouns.  Fill in the correct subject pronoun. ___/5p 

1. Dette er Lise.  ______________ kommer fra Bergen. 

2. Faren min heter Karl. ______________ er 44 år gammel. 

3. Per og jeg er venner. ______________ liker å gå på kino. 

4. Kari og Anders er kjærester. ______________ er studenter. 

5.   Kommer du og Pål fra Norge eller kommer ______________ fra Sverige? 
 

B. Questions.  Write a yes/no question that would elicit the answer 
provided.      ___/4p 

 
1. _____________________________?  Ja, jeg spiller fotball. 

2. _____________________________? Nei, jeg kommer ikke fra Norge. 

3. _____________________________? Ja, vi går på restaurant. 

4. _____________________________? Jo, jeg går på kafé. 

 
C. Questions.  Write a question that would elicit the answer provided. 

      ___/5p 
 

1. _____________________________?  Bare bra, takk. 
2. _____________________________? Vi heter Per og Maria. 

3. _____________________________? I Oslo. 

4.  ____________________________? Hun kommer fra Stavanger. 

5. _____________________________? Jeg studerer biologi. 

 

D. Sentence order.  Change these positive statements to negative.  
___/3p 

Jeg liker norsk ost. __________________________________________ 
Jeg går på ski.  __________________________________________ 
Norsk er vanskelig.  __________________________________________ 
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IV. Skriving.  Write a dialog between you and a person from Norway that you are 
meeting for the first time.  Begin with greetings, include some questions about basic 
identity, family, studies or occupation, leisure activities and places you have traveled 
to, close with a good bye.  Write at least 100 words.   
 _____/24p 
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Appendix F: Rubric for Oral Section of the Pre- and Post-test 
• enough substance, addresses all points required (basic 

identity, family, studies or occupation, leisure activities 
and places you/ the person described has traveled to) 

4 - 5 
points 
 
 

• mediocre substance, addresses some points required (see 
list above) 

2 -3 points 

Content  
(global score) 

• little substance, does not address all the required points 
(see list above) 

1 point 

• (mostly) easily comprehensible to instructor, without any 
significant pauses 

4 -5 points 

• some difficulty comprehending student’s intended 
message, comprehensible with some errors and / or some 
stumbling (although able to recover and continue)  

2 – 3 
points 

Comprehensibility / 
Fluency 

• very difficult to understand student’s intended message, 
difficulties with comprehensibility and / or frequent 
pauses, speech halting and fragmentary, incomplete 
thoughts 

1 point 

• extensive, creative and correct use of  learned vocabulary, 
spelling, correct article of noun  

4 – 5 
points 

• somewhat varied lexicon but with systematic errors of 
vocabulary or noun articles 

2 – 3 
points 

Vocabulary 

• lacking basic vocabulary, incorrect use of noun articles  1 point 

Pronunciation • few pronunciation errors with language focus (individual 
phonemes) 

4 – 5 
points 

 • some distracting pronunciation errors (which sometimes 
interfere with comprehension), is able to produce most 
individual phonemes 

2 – 3 
points 

 • sounds “very American” – little or no attempt at 
Norwegian pronunciation, not able to produce individual 
phonemes 

1 point 

• solid mastery of covered grammatical structures (subject 
form of pronouns, word order in declarative sentences, 
word order in questions, present tense, and indefinite and 
definite singular forms of the nouns) 

4 – 5 
points 

• some mistakes in using covered grammatical structures 
(see list above) 

2 – 3 
points 

Structure 

• many systematic grammatical errors, but still able to 
communicate ideas (see list above) 

1 point 

 
Copyright © 2005 Abrams. All rights reserved.  Revised with permission of the author: 
June 25, 2007 by Kari Lie 
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Appendix G: Rubric for Written Section of the Pre- and Post-test 
• enough substance, addresses all points required (basic 

identity, family, studies or occupation, leisure activities 
and places you/ the person described has traveled to) 

4 - 5 points 
 
 

• mediocre substance, addresses some points required, 
misses some elements of the discourse; some 
sociolinguistic mismatches 

2 -3 points 

Content (global 
score) 

• little substance, weak attempt at addressing required 
points, mostly wrong discourse 

1 point 

• (mostly) easily comprehensible to instructor, no need to 
guess at meaning of sentences / utterances; logical 
sequencing of ideas 

4 -5 points 

• some difficulty comprehending student’s intended 
message, interference from native language; some 
difficulty following line of reasoning 

2 – 3 points 

Comprehensibility / 
Fluency 

• very difficult to understand student’s intended message, 
some ideas still come through, though; mostly 
unorganized presentation of ideas 

1 point 

• extensive, creative and correct use of  learned 
vocabulary, spelling, correct article of noun (don’t 
penalize risk-taking - if students try to use new 
vocabulary not yet covered) 

4 – 5 points 

• somewhat varied lexicon but with systematic errors of 
vocabulary, spelling, noun articles 

2 – 3 points 

Vocabulary 

• lacking basic vocabulary, mostly incorrect use of noun 
articles many spelling errors interfere with 
communicating their ideas  

1 point 

• solid mastery of covered grammatical structures (subject 
form of pronouns, word order in declarative sentences, 
word order in questions, present tense, and indefinite and 
definite singular forms of the nouns) 

4 – 5 points 

• some mistakes in using covered grammatical structures 2 – 3 points 

Structure 

• many systematic grammatical errors, but still able to 
communicate ideas 

1 point 

Style variety of sentence structures for level, use of discourse & 
cohesion markers  

3 points 

Length & 
Mechanics 

sentence-level punctuation, met required amount (100 words) 2 points 

 
 
Copyright © 2005 Abrams. All rights reserved.  
Revised with permission of the author: June 25, 2007 by Kari Lie 
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Appendix H: Invitation to Participate in the Study 

 
 
 
My name is Kari Lie, I am a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Texas at Austin.  I am 
conducting my dissertation study of a beginning level, online Norwegian course and I am 
currently looking for North American participants between the ages of 18-75 to be a part 
of my study. 
 
If you are interested in volunteering to participate in a free, online, beginning level, 6-
week Norwegian language course, please visit: 
www.norwegianonline.com/dissertation.html for more information. 
 
If you know of anyone who might be interested in voluntarily participating in this study, 
please forward this email to him or her. 
 
Thank you, 
Kari Lie 
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Appendix I: Course and Study Information 
 
Kari Lie's Dissertation Study 
Thank you for your interest in my dissertation study.  Please read through the 
information provided here to learn more about the course that I am offering for my 
dissertation study and what you should do if you are interested in participating. 
 
STUDY INFORMATION 
What is the purpose of this study?  I am studying student interaction through different 
media (chatrooms, forums, etc.) in a study of beginning Norwegian language offered 
through NorwegianOnline.com.  The aim of this study is to explore student preferences 
and effective ways of interacting in beginning language courses at a distance. 
 
What will be done if you take part in this research study?  This study requires you to 
complete a pre- and post-test, keep a weekly log outlining all Norwegian interactions you 
participate in outside of the course website, and two online surveys about the course. No 
additional time or work beyond your regular course work will be necessary. 
 
What are the possible benefits to you or to others?  The benefit of participating in this 
study is that you will be able to participate in a beginning level Norwegian course free of 
charge. You will also be able to experiment with the course website to determine what 
your preferences are for learning at a distance and online.  What I find out as a result of 
this study based on your participation will be used to improve the learning experience for 
you and future language students. 
 
If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything?  The only cost 
involved in this study is for the textbook, workbook, and glossary if you don’t already 
own the materials.  There is no compensation for participation. 
 
What if you are injured because of the study?  As mentioned above, there are no 
physical risks involved with this study.   
 
Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study beyond publishing 
or presenting the results at professional conferences?  No, the purpose of this study is 
to provide us with information about the benefits of different ways of teaching languages 
online and at a distance.  The findings will be shared with other educators and may be 
published in a professional journal, so that this study might improve the learning 
experience of other foreign language students.  Again, all information will be kept 
private. 
 
Interested? Potential participants need to complete and submit the online questionnaire.  
Those selected to participate in the study will be sent a participant consent form, and 
given additional information about how to proceed with the course. 
 
COURSE INFORMATION: The course covers one section of Sett i gang I, which is the 
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equivalent of 1/5 of a university semester course.  In addition to the print materials, 
participants will have access to online activities to be completed individually, and a 
number of opportunities to interact with the instructor and other course participants, 
through chat sessions, online forum discussions, one-on-one time with the instructor, etc. 
 
COURSE DATES: The study is a self-paced, beginning level 6-week course.  If you are 
selected to participate, you will be able to choose between three course dates, based on 
availability: 
 
 May 21 - July 1    /    May 28 - July 8   /     June 4 - July 15 
 
TIME COMMITMENT: The entire course should not take you more than 30 hours to 
complete.  If you distribute that evenly over the six weeks, that will be no more than 5 
hours per week. The pace you work at is up to you to a certain degree.  You are welcome 
to finish the course before the six-week period is complete, but you will not be able to go 
over the six-week period. 
 
COURSE MATERIALS: In addition to the course website, this course will use the Sett 
i gang I textbook, workbook, and glossary. These are available at www.lulu.com. 
 
The audio materials used in the course are located at: www.norwords.com 
 
What do you do after you fill in the online questionnaire? 
You will receive a response via email within one week of when you submit your 
questionnaire. 
---If you are selected to participate in the study, you will receive more information via 
email as to how you will proceed with the course. 
---If you are not selected to participate in the study, you will receive an email stating that 
you have not been selected to participate. 
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