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The present study aimed to contribute to an understanding of how synchronous 

Computer-Medicated Communication (SCMC) participated in the learning of EFL 

students at different academic achievement levels in terms of language use, what these 

students learned and transferred from the SCMC discussions to their subsequent essay 

and oral tasks they encountered, and how they responded to the SCMC-assisted 

instruction. 

Data came from 50 seniors in an English language class in a university in the 

south of Taiwan. Seven online synchronous discussions were conducted using MSN 

Messenger during the 16-week semester. Following a brief in-class lecture from the 

teacher, students were randomly assigned to one of six groups and asked to discuss in 

English the theme of the week online for 35 minutes. They then were divided into two 

groups to fulfill individual tasks in 70 minutes, either to give and listen to 2-to-2.5-minute 
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speeches or to write 200-to-250-word essays. Data sources were 42 discussion transcripts, 

170 speeches, 168 essays, 43 45-item questionnaires, 13 interviews, and other documents 

such as the textbook, handouts, and my observation journal. The discussion transcripts 

were analyzed to answer the first research question using four dependent variables: the 

number of words, lexical richness, lexical density, and syntactic complexity. The 

discussion transcripts, speeches, and essays were examined and coded for evidence of 

transfer of ideas from online discussion to speech or essay. The questionnaires and 

interviews were analyzed to see how students responded to the instruction using SCMC. 

Although no group or interaction effects were found, there was a discussion effect 

across the four dependent variables. Students transferred ideas in three dimensions: ideas 

from different origins (textbook, handouts, and online discussion itself); ideas at different 

levels (vocabulary, phrase, and opinion); and ideas used by different people (initiators, 

discussants, and borrowers). The questionnaires and interviews were coded and 

categorized in three features: emotional responses, motivations, and usefulness. 

Implication for future research and pedagogical practice are discussed.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of the study was to contribute to an understanding of how 

synchronous computer-mediated communication (SCMC) participated in the learning of 

EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students at different academic achievement levels, 

how the SCMC discussions influenced their performance on subsequent tasks they 

encountered, whether written or oral tasks, and how they responded to this instruction 

assisted with SCMC. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Among the theories of learning, socio-constructivism has received a great deal of 

attention in recent decades. In brief, the central concept is that one’s learning takes place 

in socially and culturally situated interactions. Within these interactions involving a 

“mediation of human actions” (Moll, 2001, p.113), a learner uses language as a tool 

(Wertsch, 1991; Schallert & Martin, 2003) to communicate or negotiate what he or she 

means to say in learning activities (Wells, 1987). Within these activities, the purpose of 

this interaction is meant to bridge the learner’s zone of proximal development. The 

learner internalizes what he or she has been able to do with the help of more 

knowledgeable others and can then apply this knowledge or skill in later tasks. This 

socio-constructive or socio-cultural view of learning can also be used to explain a 
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learner’s second language learning. 

In the L2 learning situation, whether the learned language is a second or foreign 

language, one of the most common forms of learning is through communication with 

others. In the usual setting of face-to-face classroom, teacher and students discuss ideas 

and issues collaboratively, no longer in a unidirectional pattern from teacher to student, 

but in a two-way exchange between teacher and students, and among students themselves. 

Students’ language input is no longer simply from the teacher, but also from their peers. 

Through negotiation of meaning in language activities, students have opportunities to 

take more input and produce more output. However, under this communicative learning 

approach, there are, of course, many limitations. One of these comes from the limits in 

producing language output as speakers can hold the floor only one at a time.  

In a whole-class or large-group discussion, many people speaking at the same 

time would cause chaos. Traditional face-to-face discussion requires that only one person 

speaks at a time while the rest of the group listens quietly. As individuals come up with 

ideas that could be shared with the class, they need to wait for a pause in order to take a 

turn. It often happens that before finally getting a turn, the topic has shifted and the 

learner has nothing to say to the current topic. In such a situation, the learner has lost the 

chance to produce language output and may have lost an opportunity to learn the target 

language effectively and successfully. This is a situation that modern technology can help, 

as when computer-mediated communication (CMC), a text-based communication in 

which learners have more equal access to the floor, is introduced in a language classroom. 

It was exactly this kind of situation that the study reported on here was meant to explore. 
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In what follows, I present the areas of literature that provided the rationale for my 

study. These are language learning and comprehensible output hypothesis, computer-

mediated communication, CMC in language learning, language proficiency in CMC, 

transferability in CMC, EFL education in Taiwan, and practicability of using CMC in 

EFL education in Taiwan, followed by the statement of the problem and my research 

questions. 

 

Language Learning and the Comprehensible Output Hypothesis 

Language output is an important key to succeed in language learning. Why is 

producing language output so important? Krashen (1985, 1989; Krashen & Terrell, 2000), 

the advocator of the Input Hypothesis, proposed that language learners acquire their 

language competence through listening and reading rather than by speaking or writing 

because more comprehensible input promotes their proficiency. To Krashen, output is 

nothing but a sign that language acquisition has occurred (Izumi, 2002). In other words, 

output is not necessary in language learning as long as sufficient comprehensible input is 

provided. This hypothesis was strongly disputed by Swain (1985).  

Observing a Canadian immersion program for many years, Swain (1985) argued 

that language learners need to produce more output to improve their language proficiency. 

She made this claim because even though her L2 learners had received rich 

comprehensible input for many years, they were still less than proficient in using correct 

grammar. She proposed that language learners not only needed comprehensible input, 

they also needed comprehensible output in order to help them test their linguistic 
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hypotheses and verbalize what they wanted to say effectively (Swain, 1985, 1993). Only 

when language learners start to produce output, either in oral or written form, can they 

“pay attention to the means of expression needed in order to successfully convey his or 

her own intended meaning” (1985, p. 249). Only then will language learners notice the 

gap between what they have learned and what they actually need to produce in their 

language knowledge. This understanding will help them reform their linguistic 

hypotheses for later output (Swain & Lapkin, 1995).  

The more opportunities a learner has to produce meaningful language output, the 

better his or her language proficiency will be. In the scenario of a traditional face-to-face 

discussion, when one person is speaking, the rest of the class must listen and wait for 

their own turns. This turn-taking necessarily deprives the student listeners of the chance 

to practice the target language, especially when they are in a linguistic minority status 

(Miller, 2004). Fortunately, some modern technology, such as computer-medicated 

communication, can be used to solve this problem.  

 

Computer-Mediated Communication 

Technology has been increasingly applied to language education. Among the 

modern technologies, computer-mediated communication (CMC), referring to text-based 

communication, has increasingly been used in educational instruction. Not only 

combining oral and written language forms for communication, CMC also provides for 

additional functions to support human communication, such as emoticons, keystroke 

symbols that have come to refer to certain emotions. 
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CMC is typically described as having two communicative modes: one is 

synchronous CMC (SCMC), represented by Internet Replay Chat (IRC), video 

conferencing, and InterChange, a component of the Daedalus Integrated Writing 

Environment (DIWE). SCMC provides for real-time communication (Lee, 1999). 

Participants tend to respond and give feedback immediately because they need to be 

“considered present” (Payne & Whitney, 2002). Joining in a SCMC discussion requires 

of participants that they have good typing skills and quick access to phrases (Lee, 1999). 

By contrast, the other mode of CMC is asynchronous CMC (ACMC), such as e-mail, 

web blog, Newsgroups, and posting on bulletin board system (BBS). This mode offers 

participants the opportunity to communicate by posting. Communication in ACMC is not 

in real time and the demands on participants are less immediate and allow more time for 

critical thought. In this study, I used the instant messaging function of MSN Messenger, a 

type of SCMC.  

CMC has been widely used in school settings. It is used to “encompass the 

merging of computers and telecommunications technologies to support teaching and 

learning” (Collins & Berge, 1995, p. 1). It also offers functions for “mentoring, project-

based instruction, guest lecturing, didactic teaching, retrieval of information from online 

information archives, course management, public conferencing, interactive chat, personal 

networking and professional growth, facilitating collaboration, individual and group 

presentations, peer review of writing or projects, practice and experience that may be 

intrinsically useful in today’s society, and computer-based instruction” (p. 4). Due to 

these benefits, CMC has been applied to various education levels. 



 6

In the past decade, CMC, also called Computer-Assisted Class Discussion 

(CACD) or Computer-Mediated Discussion (CMD), has been increasingly integrated into 

regular classroom activities. Many instructors of diverse disciplines have used CMC for 

students to conduct group discussions, from K-12 (Bar-Natan & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2000; 

Bloom, 1992; Dodson, 1994; Li, 2001-2002; Moore & Karabenick, 1992; Young, 2003), 

college, (Huang 1998a, 1998b, 1999; Newlands, Anderson, & Mullin, 2003; Yildiz & 

Bichelmeyer, 2003) to graduate levels (Herring, 1996; Na, 2004; Schallert et. al, 2004; 

Wade & Fauske, 2004). As Hiltz (1986) and Schallert, Reed, and the D-Team (2003/2004) 

claimed, this electronic discussion mode can have an interesting influence on students’ 

learning processes and communication, both social and intellectual.  

 

CMC in Language Learning 

That language learners can gain language knowledge and improve their language 

performance with the assistance of computer-mediated systems has been increasingly 

accepted (Abrams, 2003; Shedletsky, 1993). Many CMC studies have explored the 

learning of foreign languages, such as German (Abrams, 2003; Chun, 1994, 1996; Lewis 

& Atzert, 2000), French (Beauvois, 1994-5, 1998; Kinginger, 2000), Spanish (de la 

Fuente, 2003; Payne & Whitney, 2002), and Portuguese (Kelm, 1992; 1998); as well as 

the learning of English in ESL (Darhower, 2002; Lee, 2003; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; 

Warschauer, 1996); or EFL (Liaw 1998; Liaw & Johnson, 2001; Huang, 1998a, 1998b, 

1999) environments. Moreover, CMC researchers also have investigated L2 learners at 

either the beginning (Chun, 1994; Beauvois, 1994-5; Kern, 1995; de la Fuente, 2003) or 
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intermediate (Bohlke, 2003; Kung, 2004; Meunier, 1998; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996) levels. 

These studies have reported a great number of benefits as well as shortcomings in the 

language instruction using CMC. Most reported CMC to be beneficial to foreign 

language and ESL learners.  

Language researchers have explored the use of CMC from diverse perspectives. 

While investigating beginners and intermediate learners, researchers found that language 

learners in CMC, compared with those in face-to-face communication, produce more 

language output (Abrams, 2003; Chun, 1994; Kern 1995; Kim, 1998; Kung, 2004; 

Sullivan, 1998; Warschauer, 1996) and have more interactive communication (Chun, 

1994; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996). They not only ask more questions, give more feedback, 

request more clarification, but also become more sensitive to word choice, and use more 

different words and dependent clauses (Chun, 1994). As to language output, comparing 

the effects of SCMC, ACMC, and face-to-face discussions on oral performance in terms 

of amount of speech, lexical richness and density, and syntactic complexity, Abrams 

(2003) found students in SCMC mode produced significantly more amount of language 

in later oral discussions than those in ACMC and face-to-face modes, but those in ACMC 

mode did not significantly outperform those in face-to-face mode. 

How language output increases is by way of one of the most salient aspect of 

CMC, its ability to help language learners have more equal participation. It allows less 

bold, marginalized, or linguistic minority participants, such as women, the disabled, shy 

students, to gain the floor to express their comments and questions (Kelm, 1992; Kim, 

1998; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, Turbee, & Robert, 1996) because they have 
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less time pressure and worry about making mistakes or looking stupid (Chun, 1994). In 

other words, participants are more active and involved in CMC discussions.  

Other advantages have been reported in instruction using CMC in language 

learning. Research has shown that CMC can improve learners’ attitudes (Beauvois, 1994-

5; Meunier, 1998) toward writing, reading, and speaking skills (Jaeglin, 1998). It also 

increases students’ learning motivation by lowering their anxiety toward language 

learning (Kern, 1995; Lewis & Atzert, 2000). Learners may benefit from CMC in terms 

of error correction, either in groups or by themselves (Beauvois, 1998; Chun, 1996; Kelm, 

1992). 

In spite of these advantages attributed to the instruction of using CMC in 

language learning, there have been problems reported as well. For instance, although the 

lack of nonverbal cues can promote a more egalitarian discussion in CMC (Ma, 1996), 

without these nonverbal cues, such as tone of voice and gestures, participants may 

misunderstand each other. In addition, because of the rapid speed of SCMC, participants 

may feel overwhelmed by the quick delivery of information (Moran, 1991; Susser, 1993). 

Frustration may be experienced under these circumstances (Bump, 1990) and neglecting 

messages may occur (Kelm, 1992). Furthermore, error correction in the discussion may 

not be as effective without the instructor’s guidance to examine the transcripts (Chun, 

1996). Another potential problem in CMC settings is flaming (Faigley, 1990; Kayany, 

1998; Lee, 2003; Sproull & Kiesler, 1991), an insolent impoliteness that seems to occur 

because of the impression that there is no personal consequences attached to electronic 

messages (Janangelo, 1991). Many researchers also have noted that participation in CMC 
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is not necessarily equal because marginalized and minority students may still experience 

discrimination (Faigley, 1990; Gruber, 1995; Straus, 1996; Takayoshi, 1994; Watson, 

DeSanctis, & Poole, 1988; Wolfe, 1999). Some students may not benefit in terms of 

participation because other students flood the electronic space, and communication still 

contains conflicts and tension. Some female students even retreat from the discussion 

(Takayoshi, 1994; Wolfe, 1999).  

 

Transferability in CMC 

Many studies have suggested the need to explore the transferability of language 

competence that students gain from SCMC discussion to their later output performance, 

but I could find only a few such studies so far, although several researchers have called 

for this kind of research. As Chun (1994) hoped, due to the fact that the written sentences 

in CMC are so similar to what students will say in spoken conversation, the written 

competence that students acquire from CACD may progressively transfer to their 

speaking competence. Warschauer (1996) also noted that SCMC “might be an excellent 

medium for prewriting work since it could serve as a bridge from spoken interaction to 

written composition” (p. 22). His point was that “electronic discussion might be used 

effectively as a prelude to oral discussion” (p. 22). Beauvois (1998) also made a similar 

proposition that “the slowing down of the communicative process seems to bridge the 

gap between oral and written communication for a number of students, allowing them to 

benefit more fully from the language learning” (p. 213). However, these assertions had 

not been empirically tested or confirmed, except in the following studies.  
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Kim (1998) examined how SCMC and face-to-face discussions influenced ESL 

learners’ participation in follow-up oral discussions, and found that students with high 

anxiety in the SCMC group participated more than students with high anxiety in face-to-

face group in terms of the number of turns taken. Students in the SCMC group produced 

more sophisticated and complex language in the subsequent oral discussions.  

Comparing the effects of SCMC, ACMC, and face-to-face discussions on 

subsequent oral performance, Abrams (2003) reported that students of German in SCMC 

settings produced significantly more language output than the other two discussion 

settings. Although the purpose of her study was to examine the quality of students’ 

language use in the three groups, it seemed that students performed better after they 

received the chance to interest using SCMC in term of amount of speech. 

Among the CMC studies that probed subsequent tasks, Huang’s (1999) study was 

the most relevant to my study. Investigating 17 Chinese EFL students’ borrowing of ideas 

produced in SCMC to subsequent essays, Huang (1999) found that more than 78% of the 

students reported in interviews and questionnaires that they had used the ideas in 

prewriting synchronous discussion in their later writing assignments. They used different 

types of ideas that made a change smaller than a paragraph, a paragraph-level change, a 

macro-level change, and a topic change. She also found that students used ideas from 

different sources in their essays, such as textual information from the library, their own 

and friends’ ideas, textbook and teacher-provided handouts, and ideas from computer-

mediated prewriting discussions. This study illustrated that the prewriting SCMC session 

had a certain level of influence on the later writing assignments, but due to the limited 
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number of participants in this study, a deeper understanding seemed essential to confirm 

and describe what students transfer from their experience in using SCMC in the language 

classroom. 

 

EFL Education in Taiwan 

Because this focus of this study was on EFL students, it is reasonable and 

necessary to introduce the current education of English learning in Taiwan. Due to a 

widely accepted need for its use, English has been taught as a foreign language in Taiwan 

for the past several decades. Most college students have learned English for six years, 

including three years in junior high and senior high schools respectively, before they 

enter college. They are also required to take English for at least one year in college if they 

are non-English major students. In the past, the main reason these students have had to 

study English has been to be prepared for entrance examinations into higher schools and 

colleges. Unlike grammar and vocabulary, communicative skills were usually not the 

focus of their study. Therefore, most students tended to learn English through 

memorization.  

In recent years, responding to the need of business and industry and in order to 

promote the communicative competence of the Taiwanese people, some reforms in EFL 

education and changes in language testing have been made. On the one hand, 

departments of “Applied English” have been established in vocational schools at the 

secondary and tertiary levels. These aim to prepare students to meet the future needs in 

career fields such as international trade, English teaching, tourism, or translation and 
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interpretation. Apart from the burgeoning of new departments, English has been taught 

even earlier at the fifth and sixth grades, and there is a movement being considered to 

teach it from the third grade in all elementary schools.  

On the other hand, new language tests have been developed not only for college 

students, but also for other arenas of public life such as job entry and career development. 

The General English Proficiency Test (GEPT), similar to the TOEFL (Liao, 2002), and 

College Student English Proficiency Test (CSEPT) are designated for more general uses 

and college students, respectively. Nowadays, many universities require their students to 

pass at a high-intermediate level on  the GEPT before graduation. Many companies also 

expect their perspective employees to show their GEPT scores during the job application 

process.  

Because of these reforms, EFL education in Taiwan is changing from requiring 

simply the passing of English exams to requiring the actual use of using the language. 

Learners need more real-time communication to advance their proficiency.  

 

Practicability of Using CMC in EFL Education in Taiwan  

Using CMC in EFL education in Taiwan is quite practical. First, due to the rapid 

development of communicative tools, the idea of using CMC is easily acceptable to 

Taiwanese college students. SCMC and ACMC have been available in Taiwanese 

colleges for many years (Huang, 1998a, 1998b, 1999; Kung, 2004; Liaw, 1998; Liaw & 

Johnson, 2001). Instructors and students are familiar with computer-mediated 

communication. It is common that each class has its own bulletin board system (BBS) to 
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post class announcement or discuss social and entertainment issues or events. Numerous 

instructors also use BBS to announce assignments and respond to students’ questions, 

while their students use it to ask for clarification about homework, do group discussion, 

and turn in their assignments. Moreover, most college students today have experience 

chatting with friends online in Chinese through MSN Messenger, a type of SCMC tool. In 

brief, most Taiwanese college students are quite familiar, or at least have some experience 

with CMC. 

Second, several Taiwanese researchers have explored using CMC discourse in the 

EFL environment. EFL researchers and educators have explored BBS and emails (Liaw, 

1998; Liaw & Johnson, 2001), SCMC (Huang, 1998a, 1998b, 1999; Kung, 2004), and 

internet websites (Huang, 1999; Lo, Wang, & Yeh, 2004; Sun, 2003; Yang, 2001) to 

promote students’ reading and writing proficiency. These CMC tools offer EFL students 

with “a necessity to use English to communicate with another L2 speaker” (Liaw, 1998, p. 

346). Although these students have not had as much opportunity to be exposed to English 

as ESL students, the CMC environment creates for them a virtual setting that requires 

them to read, think, and write in English. Additionally, Kung (2004) suggested that 

SCMC could reduce some of the limitations of face-to-face discussion and inspire EFL 

students to generate more comprehensible output. Even though these researchers have 

reported the practicability of using CMC in EFL education, this line of research in Taiwan 

is still limited.  

Third, EFL students need more language output. As Swain (1985) claimed, 

producing more output in the target language can make language learners be more aware 
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of the ways of conveying what they want to say. They need to use what they have learned 

to make their words comprehensible, appropriate, and accurate enough for their 

interlocutors (Swain, 1993). In a traditional face-to-face classroom, when one student 

speaks, the rest have to be silent to listen. In such communication, students can only 

produce limited output, thereby reducing opportunities to increase proficiency. For this 

reason, using CMC in EFL education seems to benefit the students. In addition to more 

equal participation, language learners need more experience of using the target language 

in authentic or natural conversation, and interactive multimedia applications, like CMC, 

can meet this need (Kitade, 2000). 

According to several researchers, anxiety can interfere with language acquisition 

process (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Krashen, 1982). CMC, especially SCMC, 

seems to be a very helpful tool to help teachers create a less stressful learning 

environment, especially for shy and anxious students. It may also be beneficial for EFL 

learners to master their language skills as well as their social interaction skills (Chun, 

1994). 

 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY 

Although many researchers have investigated CMC in language learning 

environments from diverse perspectives, such as language output, class participation, 

discourse features, attitude and motivation towards CMC, and anxiety in CMC settings, 

there are other aspects that have not been probed. One of the domains is the relationship 

between students’ academic achievement level and their reaction to the use of SCMC. Do 
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students with low academic achievement tend to perform indifferently in the SCMC 

written discussion throughout the entire semester, in terms of the number of words, 

lexical richness, lexical density, and syntactic complexity? Or do they, on the contrary, 

perform more zealously than other students? In contrast, do students with high academic 

achievement have an inclination to interact eagerly with their group mates in the written 

discussion across the whole semester? Or do they feel an aversion to electronic 

discussion? Or, does students’ proficiency level have no connection to the use of SCMC? 

These interesting questions have not been researched either in foreign language settings, 

or in ESL/EFL environments.  

As for language proficiency, this study was not meant to address how CMC 

affected learners at different proficiency levels as determined by standardized tests or an 

oral proficiency interviews. Similar to Raymond (1993), I used mean scores of students’ 

required language courses taken in the previous year. My focus was on the responses to 

the use of CMC of students who were at different achievement levels based on 

performance in previous course work. Because of the variety of educational disciplines 

by threes students, it seemed likely at the outset  that achievement levels represented 

meaningful language knowledge differences. More details are provided in Chapter Three. 

As Huang’s (1999) study showed, the information that her students learned in 

prewriting synchronous discussions could be transferred to subsequent essay tasks, and 

more than 78% of the students confirmed this claim in interviews and questionnaires. 

Huang’s study has supported the proposition in the studies of Beauvois (1998), Chun 

(1994), and Warschauer (1996) that CMC may build up the link between oral and written 
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communication. However, Huang (1999) only used a limited number of students and was 

focused on students’ essay tasks. A closer examination of the transferability issue with 

more participants and an expansion to speaking tasks seemed an avenue that needed 

further examination. 

In addition to issues of achievement level and transferability from electronic 

written discussion to subsequent language tasks, the attitude and motivation of students at 

the different academic achievement levels should not be ignored. Do students at a high 

academic achievement level feel that SCMC discussion is particularly helpful to their 

later performance? Or do students at a low academic achievement level consider SCMC 

not as useful as they thought because the written discussion does not help them much? 

Which kind of subsequent tasks do they think SCMC help most: oral or written?  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Due to the information gap in the above-mentioned literatures, that is, the 

relationship between language learners’ academic achievement level and their 

performance in SCMC settings, the transferability from SCMC discussions to later 

performances, and the attitudes and views of students of SCMC in EFL language 

classroom, I addressed the following research questions in my study: 

1. How did the language of EFL students at different English language academic 

achievement levels change in their SCMC discussions across the semester? 

A. By the end of the semester, are students in different academic achievement 

levels differentiated from each other in terms of the number of words? 
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B. By the end of the semester, are students in different academic achievement 

levels differentiated from each other in terms of lexical richness? 

C. By the end of the semester, are students in different academic achievement 

levels differentiated from each other in terms of lexical density? 

D. By the end of the semester, are students in different academic achievement 

levels differentiated from each other in terms of syntactic complexity? 

2. What did students transfer from SCMC discussions to the subsequent essay and oral 

tasks they encountered? 

3. What were EFL students’ views of SCMC discourse? Did they believe SCMC to help 

them learn English? Did they feel SCMC helped them prepare for the subsequent 

tasks? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The focus of this study was on how Taiwanese EFL college students responded to 

and were influenced in subsequent written and oral language tasks from their 

participation in SCMC. As this chapter is focused on the literature relevant to my study, I 

provide a brief discussion of socio-constructivism, comprehensible output, definition of 

CMC, CMC in language learning, and transferability in CMC.   

 

SOCIO-CONSTRUCTIVISM 

Among the current and important theories in education, socio-constructivism has 

provided an incisive and productive paradigm of human learning, particularly the process 

of language acquisition. From a socio-constructivist or socio-cultural point of view, 

learning is no longer simply situated within learners or individuals but describes how it is 

a social process between learners who are influenced by and who bring their own cultural 

perspective to the learning situation. Through interaction, or what socio-constructivists 

call dialogue and learners appropriate and internalize what they are experiencing in 

interaction with others. This concept is based on Vygotsky’s (1978) interpretation of the 

social cultural nature of learning. How language learners acquire their language from this 

perspective will be discussed in the following sections. 

Intellectual learning involves interpsychological and intrapsychological processes 

(Wertsch, 1991). According to Vygotsky (1981), an individual’s learning starts with 
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interaction among people, and then he or she appropriates and internalizes what he or she 

has learned from the interaction. Within the interaction, a “mediation of human actions” 

(Moll, 2001, p.113), the more knowledgeable or capable one, e.g., parent or teacher, who 

has power and authority (Wertsch & Rupert, 1993), chooses an appropriate strategy and 

tends to instruct in a fundamental level through negotiation or learning activities (Wells, 

1987) about the meaning of concept/topics with the less knowledgeable other, e.g., child 

or student. This scaffolding strategy includes “hinting, elaborating, guiding, questioning, 

prompting, probing, simplifying, or other similar learning supports” (Bonk & 

Cunningham, 1998, p. 36). The purpose of scaffolding is to allow the less capable one to 

be actively engaged in the activity while giving only necessary support until he or she 

masters the target knowledge or skills independently. In such an interactive instruction or 

scaffolding, both sides try to reach or broaden the less capable one’s zone of proximal 

development (ZPD), which means “the distance between the actual development level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined via problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86). The novice/learner learns the knowledge through 

scaffolding from the assistance of an expert or more capable peer, in order to complete a 

task or solve a problem that would not have been possible by the novice without such 

support.  

Of course, this type of interaction is not limited to parent-child or teacher-student 

learning. Scaffolding can also apply to interpreting student-student learning. The student 

with stronger knowledge of a certain concept can be considered as the more capable one, 
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when a discussion about a topic takes place. In the process of acquiring knowledge, the 

less capable student learns through the discussing mechanism of question and answer 

with the more capable student, by using language as a learning tool (Wertsch, 1991; 

Schallert & Martin, 2003), to “borrow particular words and phrases to guide their own 

thinking, eventually undertaking similar processes without the need of external models” 

(Schallert & Martin, 2003, p.40). That is, the less knowledgeable student internalizes the 

knowledge by appropriating what he or she makes from the more knowledgeable 

student’s interpretation. Under this situation, he or she can benefit intellectually from 

making his or her thinking explicit by listening to and responding to his or her 

classmates’ opinions (Hammer, 1995). Through the exchanges of knowledge, both 

students become active teachers and learners (Moll, Tapia, & Whitmore, 1993). 

Many researchers have discussed learning from the perspective of Vygotscky’s 

theory. Mehan (1985) critiqued the typical structure of classroom discourse, describing 

how students are positioned to regurgitate what the teacher sees in a narrow way as the 

correct information. This is accomplished through the interactive mechanism of 

exchanging academic information in the classroom—teacher initiation, student reply, and 

teacher evaluation (IRE). To Mehan, the teacher is usually an initiator for a question and 

waits for students’ reply. After students’ response, the teacher then evaluates students’ 

answer, and asks another question if the reply is not what the teacher is expecting. The 

IRE sequence will continue until the anticipated result is obtained. In this situation, the 

teacher motivates students by asking them questions but also restricts their wonderings 

and authentic questions by the discourse pattern that is culturally imposed. However, 
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learning motivation is not only initiated by the teacher. In a class that allows for more 

authentic discussion, student-student interaction occurs as much as student-teacher 

interaction. Hammer (1995) reported that by raising authentic questions related to their 

lives, students felt more encouraged to learn the target knowledge through finding the 

link between texts and connecting the texts with their personal knowledge and experience. 

They were also more motivated to communicate, find answers, consider other 

possibilities, and create and refine knowledge from different perspectives due to the 

teacher’s enthusiastic invitation. In an inquiry-based learning context as Hammer 

described, students were more willing to express themselves, more open to others’ 

opinions, and more serious in learning. In this case, students were motivated by 

mediating their abilities to think, feel, and act (Gavelek & Raphael, 1996).  

From the viewpoint of socio-constructivism, learning starts in the process of 

mediation with others. To take language learning as an example, students engage in 

scaffolding of the knowledge of the target language not only through interaction with the 

teacher, the more knowledgeable one, but also through negotiation with classmates. 

During such socially constructed interaction, their language knowledge is constructed and 

refined. As an example, Brooks and Donato (1994) reported foreign language learners 

interpreted a small-group task differently due to their individual cultural background. 

Through “metatalk,” a type of verbal metacognition, students discussed the task, 

exchanged ideas, and finally came up with a consensus in order to perform the task. The 

knowledge was constructed and refined socially in the process of learning. Indeed, this 

type of collaborative learning nowadays does not only exist in a face-to-face classroom 
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but also in a virtual networked classroom. 

 

COMPREHENSIBLE OUTPUT THEORY 

From a socio-constructivist viewpoint of socio-constructivism, learning starts 

from interaction with others. A learner does not merely receives input from a more 

knowledgeable person, but also negotiates the meaning and constructs his or her 

understanding by asking questions and producing responses, what second language 

researchers call output after Swain (1985). Through responses, communication can 

continue, as can learning. In the same vein, during the process of language learning, 

producing more output in the target language is of great importance. In this section, the 

Comprehensible Input Hypothesis and Comprehensible Output Hypothesis will be briefly 

discussed.   

The Comprehensible Output Hypothesis was a reaction to the Comprehensible 

Input Hypothesis advocated by Krashen (1985, 1989; Krashen & Terrell, 2000) who 

claimed that language competence is most efficiently acquired through comprehensible 

input in listening and reading, especially in terms of vocabulary and spelling, and that 

“output is only a sign of SLA[second language acquisition] that already has taken place 

and that it does not serve any significant function in language acquisition processes” 

(Izumi, 2002, p.169). In his book The Natural Approach, “oral input, speech, is indirectly 

useful in that it helps to encourage aural input, i.e., conversation” (Krashen & Terrell, 

2000, p. 149). In addition to speech, writing was meant to “1) to record and review 

vocabulary in the prespeaking stage, 2) as an integral part of an oral activity which 
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provides comprehensible input, 3) as practice in Monitoring, and 4) as a practical goal” (p. 

149). Speaking and writing were simply used to motivate a learner to obtain more 

comprehensible input. Such a claim was first questioned by Swain (1985), whose 

findings are based on many years of research of the Canadian French language 

immersion programs. She argued that the reason that L2 learners in immersion classes 

often demonstrated weaknesses in grammatical accuracy after having received several 

years of rich comprehensible input was that students not only needed comprehensible 

input but also comprehensible output in order to be both fluent and accurate in the target 

language. Swain (1985) even argued, “producing the target language may be the trigger 

that forces the learner to pay attention to the means of expression needed in order to 

successfully convey his or her own intended meaning” (p. 249). Learners need to use 

their output, more specifically, the functions of output, to push themselves to “make use 

of their resources, to have their linguistic abilities stretched to their fullest, to reflect on 

their output and consider ways of modifying it to enhance comprehensibility, 

appropriateness and accuracy” (Swain, 1993, p. 160). During the output process, the 

process of negotiation of meaning, that is, the internal and external feedbacks, lead 

learners to notice a gap between what they have learned and what they have actually 

produced in their L2. This noticing triggers or pushes them to reprocess consciously their 

utterance for modified output (Swain & Lapkin, 1995). 

In fact, learners’ output carries four functions to promote their learning as Swain 

(1993, 1995, 1998) pointed out. First, output has a fluency function which refers to 

opportunities for learners to develop automaticity in language use. That is, learners need 
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to produce language output to use their knowledge in meaningful context, in order to 

develop fluent productive performance. As the findings of DeKeyser (1997) indicated a 

great amount of practice in comprehension and production resulted in dramatic 

improvements in the skill practiced. The findings suggested that systematic practice was 

of importance in learning specific rules for specific skills in SLA. 

The second function of output is a hypothesis-testing function. Producing output 

offers learners an opportunity to test their own hypotheses about their L2. With their 

listeners’ feedback, they can evaluate the comprehensibility and linguistic accuracy of 

their own utterances. While investigating ESL students’ self-initiated and other-initiated 

modified comprehensible output, Shehadeh (1999, 2001) found that both self-initiation 

and other-initiation offered a great amount of opportunities for learners to test their 

language hypotheses and repair their production, and that learners needed time and 

opportunity to modify their output.  

In addition, output also provides a metalinguistic function. Swain (1995) claimed 

that “as learners reflect upon their own TL use, their output serves a metalinguistic 

function, enabling them to control and internalize linguistic knowledge” (p. 126). That is, 

learners, through the output process, not only test their hypotheses about language use, 

but also reflect on the language appropriateness of what they have said. This reflection 

makes them pay more attention to forms, rules, and the relationship between functions 

and forms, in order for them to engage in deeper communication in the target language.  

The last function that output serves is noticing/triggering or consciousness-

raising. As Swain (1995) stated, “learners may notice a gap between what they want to 
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say and what they can say, leading them to recognize what they do not know, or know 

only partially” (p. 125-6). In other words, output makes learners realize which part of 

information is missing or confusing in their understanding or utterance, and they then 

may put more effort in learning the relevant information to clear up the confusion. This 

process will trigger them to learn more. For instance, Izumi’s (2002) controlled 

experimental study investigated whether output would promote noticing of formal 

elements in the L2 input and influence subsequent learning of form, and whether such 

noticing and learning would be the same as the learning caused by visual input designed 

to help learners manage problematic form features in the input. A total of 61 students in 

two U.S. universities participated and were grouped into four groups. Although it did not 

study what specific form was easier to be acquired through output process, this study 

found that students who were in output-input activities outperformed those exposed to the 

same input. Izumi also concluded that output could promote noticing of the mismatch 

between a learner’s interlanguage form and the target language. 

In fact, Swain’s output hypothesis was recognized by other input researchers, such 

as VanPatten (2000). Advocating the construct of Input Processing, which involved how 

language learners psycholinguistically take in the input they receive, VanPatten (1995, 

1996) stressed the connection of form, such as inflections and word order, and meaning in 

the comprehensive process of language learning. In addition to input processing, 

VanPatten (2000) pointed out other researchers’ misinterpretation of his and his 

colleagues’ view of the role of output. In his view, believed that language teachers should 

stress the form-meaning connections as well as develop focused output activities that help 
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learners express their meaning in correct forms, not simply focusing on form. In such a 

way, learners can “relate a meaning to form” (2000, p. 59) so that “the form has a better 

chance of being processed to form part of a learner’s intake” (p. 59). 

In sum, output in the process of language learning seems indispensable. It triggers 

learners, with a certain amount of input, to learn by providing them abundant 

opportunities to produce fluent performance, test the appropriateness of their linguistic 

knowledge, internalize this knowledge through reflection, and be aware of the gap 

between what they want to say and what they can say. Therefore, in order for learners to 

take in the target knowledge, a language teacher should design more activities for 

students not simply to check their comprehension, but to practice their language. 

However, he or she needs to make sure the tasks do not unnecessarily “place heavy 

cognitive demands on the learners as they engage in output activities” (Izumi, Bigelow, 

Fujiwara, & Fearnow, 1999, p. 446). The overload on cognitive demands might make 

learners reluctant to language in practice of the language. 

 

WHAT IS COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION 

Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) has been widely used in diverse 

fields. This form of communication facilitates interaction among individuals 

exemplifying the interaction described as essential to human learning in socio-

constructivism. Through electronic written communication, people can communicate or 

exchange ideas without limitations of time and space (Chun, 1994). In what follows, I 

describe characteristics and types of CMC. 
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Characteristics of CMC 

CMC is “communication that takes place between human beings via the 

instrumentality of computers” (Herring, 1996, p. 1). In this text-based communication 

system, “participants interact by means of the written word, e.g., by typing a message on 

the keyboard of one computer which is read by others on their computer screens, either 

immediately or at a later point in time” (p. 1). In this electronic discourse, two or more 

persons can construct meaning without having to be face-to-face or written earshot. 

Impersonality has sometimes been noted in CMC. In one of the earliest 

descriptions of this mode of communication, Hiltz and Turoff (1978), comparing CMC 

with oral communication, claimed that computer conferencing seemed “much less 

intimate and self-exposing” (p. 27) due to its impersonality. Its paucity of nonverbal cues, 

such as frowning and hesitation, is reported sometimes to lead to difficulty in 

communication (Hiltz, 1986). Its participants can only show their limited social presence 

(Ma, 1996) compared to those in face-to-face communication. However, in spite of the 

impersonality, Walther and Burgoon (1992), investigating task-based or task-oriented 

(Walther, 1994) communication, claimed that CMC allows relational development 

through extended interaction.  

CMC has been described as having its own unique language. It combines oral and 

written language forms and provides for real-time communication, similar to oral 

language. Smith (2003) reported that participants can freely use the ability to stress words 

and phrases in italics or by bolding, the same functions seen in speaking in a first 

person’s point of view. Also, Murray (1990) reported that learners in CMC “delete 
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subject pronouns, determiners, and auxiliaries; use abbreviations; do not correct typos; 

and do not use mixed case” (p. 44), in order to reduce typing time. In other words, they 

tend to use “shorter sentences, abbreviations, simplified syntax, the acceptance of surface 

errors, and the use of symbols and emoticons to express emotion” (Smith, 2003, p.39). 

Moreover, some innovative symbols are added in CMC to express personal emotions, 

that is, “emotive icons” (Metz, 1992, cited from Ma, 1996, p. 176) or “electronic 

paralanguage” (Gumpert, 1990, cited from Ma, 1996, p. 176), like “ :) ” or “ ^_^ ” 

meaning a smiling face, ☺, and “ (k) ” meaning a kiss. The messages in CMC discourse 

are no longer simply text-based. On the other hand, CMC possesses characteristics of 

written language, such as “the lack of intonation, the permanent record of the discourse, 

the lexical density, and the use of punctuation and textual formatting in messages” (Smith, 

2003, p.39).  

Types of CMC 

CMC can be divided into two communicative modes: synchronous computer-

mediated communication (SCMC), such as Internet Replay Chat (IRC), Instant 

Messaging as in Yahoo or MSN Messenger, and video conferencing, and asynchronous 

CMC (ACMC), such as e-mail, web blog, Newsgroups, and the posting in Bulletin Board 

System (BBS). In contrast with face-to-face discourse, SCMC discourse allows learners 

to communicate with “a speech-like linguistic strategy” (Lee, 1999) that seems in real 

time but is just enough delayed to allow reflection. They learn to give responses and 

feedback quickly. When they need to pay close attention to context, this mode offers them 

opportunity for reflection during the interaction (Warschauer, 1997). SCMC mode also 
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provides more equal participation (Warschauer, 1996) because it requires each participant 

to be “considered present” (Payne & Whitney, 2002). It increases students’ monitoring of 

their own and others’ language usage and is not subject to the turn-taking rules of face-to-

face discussion (Payne & Whitney, 2002). However, one of the disadvantages is that 

SCMC demands learners to have good typing skills (Lee, 1999). In addition, because of 

time constraints, students may produce a relatively low degree of information and 

elaboration (Lee, 1999). This means that learners may “lack the experience of learning 

elaborate forms of linguistic expression” (p. 9) and tend to use simpler expressions. These 

shortcomings result in learners providing simplified linguistic outputs partly because of 

the rush of the medium.  

Conversely, in ACMC mode, students have more time to read, understand, and 

respond to the posted written messages. They also have a chance to monitor and edit their 

or other participants’ writing patterns. ACMC has been widely used in collaborative 

writing and brainstorming, fostering critical thinking habits of the participants (Lee, 

1999). Yet, the disadvantage is that students cannot receive immediate feedback from 

other participants. They may have to wait for their partners’ response for a certain period 

of time. This postponed response may bring frustration due to waiting for response for a 

long time (Smith, 2003). 

 

SOCIO-CONSTRUCTIVISM AND COMPUTER-MEDIATED 

COMMUNICATION  

Learning through CMC has been described as an example of learning from a 



 30

socio- constructivist view (Bonk & Cunningham, 1998; Bonk & Reynolds, 1992; Daiute 

& Dalton, 1988; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1996; Schallert, Reed, and the D-team, 

2003/2004; Wade & Fauske, 2004; Zellermayer, Salomon, Globerson, & Givon, 1991). 

Bonk and Cunningham (1998) provided a thorough sociocultural view while discussing 

collaborative technology in education. They took Harasim’s study in 1993 and Riel’s in 

1990 and 1993 as evidence and claimed that a ZPD could be reached in online 

communities during student-student discussion under a mechanism of “thinking-related 

prompt and feedback” (p. 38). Bonk and Cunningham went on to claim that learners 

could internalize the knowledge in the discussion, with the development of knowledge 

occurring on, in Vygostsky’s terms, an interpsychological or social plane in the electronic 

interaction, and later in on intrapsychological plane. 

Bonk and Cunningham (1998) further claimed that such an online apprenticeship, 

also called “teleapprenticeship” (Teles, 1993), could involve experts and peers showing 

ideas, asking questions, and providing insights and pertinent information. During the 

online discussion, a teacher or more capable peers can scaffold and share knowledge with 

students or less capable peers in authentic activities. As they continued to point out, CMC 

can provide learners more opportunities to consider other perspectives by “providing 

expert feedback windows, interactive debate forums, juxtapositions of opinions, 

scrollable dialogue-tracking devices, private reflection notes, peer commenting windows, 

public text-pointing devices, and interactive prompts available on demand” (Bonk & 

Cunningham, 1998, p. 42). This online collaborative communication among teacher and 

students can produce intellectual benefits, the extent of which seems determined by the 
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extent of their reflection and “mindfulness,” as Salomon (1988) described, during the 

knowledge-building collaboration.  

 

CMC IN LANGUAGE LEARNING 

Studies in FL classroom interactions have suggested that cooperative and 

comprehensible interactions facilitate FL learning (Pica, 1994; Kitade, 2000). Pica (1994) 

claimed that the interactions between teacher and students and among students facilitate 

comprehension of input. Learners have more chances both to speak and negotiate in peer 

interactive settings than they do in teacher-student setting. Such interactions are also 

supported by sociocultural theory, in terms of the importance of meaning-making and co-

operative learning in language learning. This type of interaction also provides L2 learners 

a place to reach the ZPD, the zone between what a learner can do independently, the 

actual level of development, and what he/she can do with assistance of others, the 

proximal level of development (Vygotsky, 1978).  

This advantage of peer interaction, in fact, can be practically achieved in 

computer-assisted interaction. Beauvois (1994-5), while discussing the interpersonal 

benefits of using CMC, confirmed that students of French built up their knowledge by 

reading the words that others had said and commenting on them by giving feedback. This 

scaffolding led students who were participating in the electronic discussion to experience 

their ZPD. Likely, as Warschauer (1997) pointed out, “online communication… is a 

possible cognitive amplifier that can encourage both reflection and interaction” (p. 472). 

During the communication, participants have “more freedom but also more need, more 
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responsibility, to insert a personal structuring on others’ texts” (Schallert & Wade, 2004). 

They ask questions freely and interactively and reflect on the questions or statements 

cognitively or even critically in a less stressful setting (Young, 2003), in order to continue 

the conversation. By using “many-to-many” interaction in CMC, learners can construct 

knowledge collaboratively by taking turns, interrupting each other, reaching a consensus, 

and finally making a decision.  

CMC involves interaction in a particular socio-constructivist or socio-cultural 

context. Warschauer (1996) claimed that CMC has both psychological and sociological 

influence on communication processes. It allows its participants to present their ideas and 

further discuss or exchange their opinions through negotiation of meaning. Under the 

mechanism of question and answer, the “listeners” and “speakers” discuss issues using a 

written language as a tool for discourse, and expand their knowledge through reading and 

writing the texts on the screen. During the discourse they go into their ZPD, and, as Moll, 

Tapia, and Whitmore (1993) described, become active teachers and learners. This pattern 

of learning has been increasingly used by educators in language learning environments in 

recent years. 

Advantages of Using CMC in Language Learning Settings 

In addition to the nature of language of CMC, researchers have reported a great 

deal of benefits for using CMC in language learning settings. Some focused on learners 

of a foreign language at the beginning or intermediate levels, for example, Abrams (2003), 

Beauvois (1997, 1998), Chun (1994, 1996), Kelm (1998), Kern (1998), Lee (1999), 

Payne and Whitney (2002), and Warschauer (1999), while some examined learners in 
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English as a Second Language (ESL), such as Kim (1998), and Lee (2003), Meunier 

(1998), Sullivan and Pratt (1996), and Warschauer (1996). These researchers have 

reported on advantages for a language teacher of employing CMC into a language 

curriculum.  

Communicative Proficiency 

CMC can “improve communicative language proficiency” (Leahy, 2001, p. 16). 

In her two-semester study of first-year students of German, Chun (1994) found that 

students produced a noticeable output in 14-session CACD discussion with less teacher 

input than in face-to-face discussion. CACD proffered the students with more interactive 

chances to ask more questions, give more feedback, and request more clarification. 

Students more actively took initiative, negotiated meaning, expanded ideas, and built up 

their understanding. Their sociolinguistic competence was demonstrated in greeting and 

leave taking, requesting confirmation or clarification, and apologizing. However, students 

tended to produce a high proportion of simple sentences, which resulted in more 

responses. The same finding was reported by Darhower (2002), Kern (1995) and Kung 

(2004). 

Sullivan (1998), teaching writing to 19 minority students during the summer 

before they enrolled at university, also pointed out that students became more sensitive to 

word choice in SCMC, in terms of negotiation, collaboration, dissention, and assertion. 

They produced 93% of the exchanges whereas the teacher contributed only 7% in five 

CMC sessions. Due to being encouraged to make contributions and the desire to express 

themselves, they developed their written discourse strategies through electronic 
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negotiation of meaning. They gradually produced more advanced arguments on issues in 

CMC discourse than in face-to-face discourse. 

Kern (1995), focusing on 40 beginning college students of French, also supported 

the claim that using Daedalus InterChange, an application of SCMC, benefits classroom 

discussion in language learning. Students produced more sophisticated language output in 

CMC discussion than in face-to-face discussion, in terms of its morphosyntactic features 

(i.e. tense, mood, or conjunctions) and variety of discourse functions (i.e. linking ideas, 

developing hypothesis, or correcting grammatical errors). They produced two to four 

times more sentences in CMC settings, due to having two to three-and-a-half times more 

turns. Similar findings have been reported by many researchers (Beauvois, 1992; Chun, 

1994; Kelm, 1992; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996). 

In his study of 16 advanced ESL students from a writing class, Warschauer (1996) 

found that language learners in electronic discussion mode, compared with those in face-

to-face mode, produced more language output. Learners were found to use more 

sophisticated language in lexicon (type-token ratio) and syntax (coordination index). 

They produce significantly more different words and dependent clauses in electronic 

discussion sessions than in face-to-face sessions.  

Investigating 38 ESL students’ attitudes towards writing with computers, writing 

appreciation, and writing quality, Sullivan and Pratt (1996), also using InterChange, 

reported that there were no significant differences in students’ attitude and writing 

appreciation. However, ESL learners’ writing quality was found significantly improved in 

the CMC classroom rather than the traditional classroom. They were more enthusiastic 
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about discussing, more concentrated on the tasks, suggested more revisions, and spent 

more time in writing, which led them to produce more written English and improve their 

writing skills.  

More specifically, Abrams’ (2003) quasi-experimental study statistically indicated 

that students in SCMC settings produced more language output than those in face-to-face 

settings. The purpose of her study was to examine whether SCMC had a positive effect 

on the oral performance of learners of German and to compare the effects of SCMC, 

ACMC, and face-to-face discussions on oral performance, in terms of amount of 

language produced, lexical richness and density, and syntactic complexity. She measured 

the oral performance of 96 intermediate, 3rd-semester students of German under the uses 

of SCMC, ACMC, and face-to-face instruction: two sections as the control group, 

consisting of 33 students; another two as Treatment A (SCMC) group, including 32 

students; and the other two as Teatment B (ACMC) group, comprising 31 students. 

Software WebCT was used for SCMC and ACMC discussion, and three oral discussions 

were audiotaped. The data from the first oral discussion served as pretest with everyone 

participating in the same kind of discussion. Before the second and third oral discussions, 

the three groups received their designated treatments. She quantitatively confirmed that 

students in SCMC mode produced significantly more language in later oral discussions 

than those who had had ACMC and face-to-face modes, but those in ACMC mode did not 

significantly outperform those in face-to-face mode. Abrams also reported that being able 

to express ideas with greater ease, such as is fostered by SCMC, might result in arousing 

learners’ stronger motivation and more positive attitude toward the language tasks and the 
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language. 

Thus, compared to face-to-face communication, CMC seems to be able to 

encourage language learners to express themselves and produce more language output. 

During the interaction, they gain more language input from their classmates in order to 

continue the conversation. They also produce more language output comprehensible 

enough to make the conversation more effective. In this process of negotiating meaning, 

more language input and output is made possible.  

Equal Participation 

Many researchers, while comparing CMC with face-to-face discourse, have 

reported that more equal turn-taking takes places in CMC discourse (Beauvois, 1994-5; 

Bohlke, 2003; Kelm, 1998; Kern, 1995; Kim, 1998; Smith, 2003; Sullivan, 1998; 

Warschauer, 1996, 1997; Warschauer, Turbee, & Robert, 1996) in the sense that 

participants can have more individual time to compose and edit their opinions carefully 

without embarrassment from being unable to respond quickly and correctly enough in 

face-to-face settings. While the face-to-face conversation is “unidimensional,” the CMC 

conversation is “multidimensional” (Garcia & Jacobs, 1999). Unlike the situation in 

which a few students usually dominate the floor in traditional face-to-face discussion, the 

frequency of turn-taking in CMC environment is indeterminate. As Warschauer, Turbee, 

and Robert (1996) described, CMC “allows more equal participation by those who are 

often excluded or discriminated against, including women, minorities, the disabled, shy 

students, students with unusual learning styles, and students who are apprehensive about 

writing” (p. 5). They claimed that CMC not only reduced “static social context clues,” 
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such as gender or race, and “dynamic social context clues,” like frowning or staring, but 

also tolerated students to provide their comments “at their own time and pace” (p. 5). In 

addition, the participants can express personal opinions without being degraded by their 

status or being interrupted. They have the same chance to post their messages of response, 

questions, or comments, and can choose either to respond or ignore a message (Beauvois, 

1998). 

More SCMC studies support this claim. Sullivan and Pratt (1996) found that all of 

their ESL students participated in CMC discussion while only half of them contributed to 

face-to-face discussion. Kelm (1992), teaching college-level students Portuguese, 

reported that students, especially those who are shy, self-conscious, and anxious about 

making mistakes in front of others, participated more in CMC. He argued that CMC 

encouraged students to communicate and that it equalized participation because it was 

more different for any one student to dominate the discussion. A similar result was 

reported by Sullivan (1998), focusing on minority students in an English composition 

class. In this study, Hispanic students contributed most at the beginning of the semester 

when Anglo students participated least. Yet, by the end of the semester, Hispanic students 

shared the same participation with African-American students while Anglo students 

increased their participation, but still remained the least. Chun (1994) also concluded that 

students in CMC were “under neither time pressure to respond nor the psychological 

pressure of making a mistake or looking foolish” (p. 28). They had enough time and 

space to express their opinions freely. Kern (1995) even had strong evidence that in terms 

of quantity of output, his students of French contributed 91% and 89% of turns in SCMC 
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whereas they did only 55% in oral discussion. Meanwhile, Bump (1990) also suggested 

that CMC benefited marginalized learners, in terms of opportunity for making 

contributions. Besides the more equal participation in CMC, Kim (1998) also reported 

that online discussion influenced the participation in subsequent oral discussions. In fact, 

not only can SCMC increase participation, ACMC also has this tendency. By using e-

mail, Kelm (1998) found that student work became “less passive, more participatory, and 

more imaginative” (p. 150) because of their increased production of Portuguese and 

optimistic attitude toward the instruction. 

Other Advantages  

In addition to an increase of student-centered interaction due to increased 

opportunities and freedom to express themselves in the target language (Chun, 1994; 

Shehadeh, 1999, 2001; Smith, 2003; Warschauer, 1997), CMC is also reported to enable 

learners to improve attitudes and motivation (Beauvois, 1994-5, 1997; Kern, 1995; 

Jaeglin, 1998). Beauvois (1994-5) reported that the teacher’s role in CMC settings had 

shifted from controller to facilitator. She suggested that CMC could be “a useful 

diagnostic tool for all facets of the learning process” (p. 187). Such a discussion brought 

a positive effect on her intermediate students producing French as well as positive 

attitudes toward the instruction of using CMC in language learning. Jaeglin (1998) 

reported that unlike the instructor, students regarded CMC as “perfectly legitimate” as an 

effective tool to learn German, in terms of writing, reading, and speaking. Kern (1995) 

also reported that student-centered CMC motivated his students’ learning and decreased 

their dependence on the instructor. According to his questionnaire data, students reported 
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that they felt freer to communicate because they felt that CMC provided a less formal 

atmosphere, and even lowered their communication anxiety. Similar results were claimed 

by Lewis and Atzert (2000) that CMC could lower students’ anxiety towards language 

learning.  

As another advantage, Chun in her 1996 study found that the transcripts in CMC 

sessions could be used to correct students’ mistakes as their assignments or a teacher 

could discuss common mistakes in class. Kelm’s (1992) students were found to correct 

their peers’ errors sometimes, but more often they corrected their own errors in order to 

convey their meaning more closely. A similar claim was also made by Beauvois (1998).  

In sum, instruction that incorporates CMC seems to be a trend in the language 

learning environment. Whether in second or foreign language learning settings, 

researchers have provided experimental evidence that CMC does help learners produce 

more language output and more equal participation, it promotes their learning motivation, 

lowers their communicative anxiety, and increases self-error correction. Using CMC in 

language classes has seemed promising. 

Potential Problems in CMC 

Even though a great number of pedagogical benefits have been reported for using 

CMC in language learning in many studies, the picture using CMC in the language 

learning class is not altogether rosy. Some potential problems of instruction using CMC 

have also been recognized. Several researchers have pointed out that the discussion in 

CMC, a written form of communication, lacks visual cues or non-verbal communication, 

such as body language, tone of voice, or facial expression (Comeaux & McKenna-
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Byington, 2003; Hakkinen, 2004; Jarvela & Hakkinen, 2002; Newland, Anderson, & 

Mullin, 2003). Although interlocutors can use emoticon to display their current major 

emotions, some minor emotions that are important in any interlocution and that are 

revealed by hesitation or frowning may be neglected (Smith, 2003). 

Speed in SCMC is also found to be a major disadvantage. Moran (1991) argued 

that students can become overwhelmed by the large number of messages. Some confess 

that they compose their messages so carefully and take so much time that they do not 

notice until they are about to send out the message that the topic of discussion has 

changed, and they sometimes decide to erase the messages (Colomb & Simutis, 1996). 

Participants in CMC sessions also feel frustrated in expressing their opinions in an 

extensive discussion, especially when they try to read all the messages (Bump, 1990) 

because of their language proficiency and the overload in information (Susser, 1993). In 

such a scenario, the discussion may lack coherence (Bohlke, 2003; Huang, 1998b). A 

similar situation was reported in other studies, suggesting that not every message in 

SCMC will be read (Kelm, 1992).  

Although some researchers have stated that CMC can offer learners the chance to 

do self error correction due to the availability of the transcript of the discussion, other 

researchers have expressed opposite concerns. Beauvois (1992) found that her students 

tended gradually to lose their interest in using appropriate French usage, especially when 

the end of semester was approaching. Kelm (1992) noticed that his students of 

Portuguese were likely to copy and paste other students’ words without paying attention 

to the correctness of those words in the online chatroom. This phenomenon resulted in 
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making erroneous forms more acceptable. Yet, this problem may be solved by supplying 

students the discussion transcripts and asking them to correct mistakes as homework 

(Chun, 1996). 

Flaming or “uninhibited online behavior” (Kayany, 1998) in CMC has been 

discussed. Participants in CMC may have an inclination to disregard courtesy in 

communication (Abrams, 2001; Janangelo, 1991; Kayany, 1998; Sproull & Kiesler, 1991; 

Watson, DeSanctis, & Poole, 1988). Sproull and Kiesler (1991) explained this 

phenomenon as occurring “because a person composing an electronic message lacks 

tangible reminders of his or her audience, the writer can easily forget the norms 

appropriate for communicating with that audience” (p. 49). It is easy to think that there is 

no personal consequence behind the screen and, therefore, students can abuse their power 

given in CMC (Janangelo, 1991) due to the “absence of social-context cues” (Kayany, 

1998) or “lack of fear of recognition” (Abrams, 2001). 

More studies have suggested that the use of technology does not guarantee 

success in the language classroom. While using InterChange for prewriting discussion in 

EFL composition courses, Huang (1998a, 1998b, 1999) also found that the result of using 

SCMC to facilitate these prewriting discussions was not as high as the instructor had 

expected. The most frequently mentioned reason in her interviews was insufficient time 

for the students to discuss because expressing ideas through typing took so much time 

that students became frustrated because they could not finish what they would like to say 

before the discussion ended. Another reason was that they rarely received good advice 

from their peers. Students also reported that the electronic discussion became useless due 
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to peers’ changing topics, and that the failure might result from their lack of good 

preparation. Huang also categorized the ideas according to their quality: 1) ideas that 

made students change their mind choosing a topic, 2) ideas that resulted in a structural 

change to the entire essay, 3) ideas that only influenced one whole paragraph, and 4) 

ideas that focused only on a part of a paragraph. Students’ ideas were mostly in category 

1, not at the level of grammatical or lexical issues, but more at the idea level.  

Surprisingly, a number of researchers have reported that the promised equal 

participation effect does not always exist in CMC environments (Berdahal & Craig, 1996; 

Gruber, 1995; Joiner, 2004; McLeod & Liker, 1992; Susser, 1993; Takayoshi, 1994; 

Watson, DeSanctis, & Poole, 1988; Weisband, Schneider, & Connolly, 1995; Wolfe, 

1999). These researchers have claimed that CMC does not eliminate social inequality. In 

other words, “linguistic minority students” (Miller, 2004) or marginalized learners may 

still remain in the same hierarchical structure and experience discrimination. For instance, 

Watsen et al. (1988) gauged group consensus in both computer (CMC) and manual (face-

to-face) groups where a more equal participation resulted in a higher group consensus. 

Results indicated that the manual group produced higher consensus in both pre- and post-

meetings. In addition, in her study investigating female learners’ experience, Takayoshi 

(1994) found that CMC could not empower the less-empowered because the rest of the 

students were also empowered. In her view, CMC can become “nothing more than 

another tool used to maintain the relationships of power that keep these students out” 

(p.33). Gruber (1995) also found unequal participation in her graduate composition 

seminar because communication via email produced not only conflict but also tension 
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among her participants. Meanwhile, investigating the interaction in CMC in an 

undergraduate course, Wolfe (1999) found that female students had difficulty in 

defending their comments and finally withdrew from the discussion. Straus (1996) even 

reported that student interaction in CMC was found to be minimal. Further, Lee (2003) 

reported that Korean students in an ESL program preferred to have traditional instruction 

rather than the instruction of using SCMC due to their social, historical, and cultural 

backgrounds. Thus, students’ beliefs, without doubt, will affect the effectiveness of the 

instruction of using SCMC discourse. 

In conclusion, even though a great number of researchers have reported many 

pedagogical benefits for instruction using CMC in language learning, such as more 

language output, equal participation, higher motivation, and lower anxiety, more negative 

views of CMC have also been claimed. The disadvantages, such as no visual cues, 

overload of information, irresponsible flaming, or discrepancy between instructor’s and 

students’ beliefs about CMC, may occur when students misunderstand the purpose of 

using CMC or when the discussion tasks are not well-planed. With these shortcomings in 

mind, teachers need to give sufficient guidance (Huang, 1999) or essential apprenticeship 

(Yang, 2001) within students’ ZPD. 

Transferability in CMC 

Among CMC studies, many have investigated the effectiveness of using CMC to 

facilitate students’ learning in speaking and writing. Existing studies have shown that 

SCMC may encourage L2 learners to write with a higher quality (Kern, 1995; Sullivan, 

1998; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996; Warschauer, 1996), as well as that SCMC may also 
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indirectly develop L2 oral proficiency (Abrams, 2003; Beauvois, 1997; Kim, 1998; Payne 

& Ross, 2005; Payne & Whitney, 2002). However, very little research has focused on 

students’ transferring of ideas generated from CMC into their later output performance. 

In addition to the above-mentioned studies claiming that SCMC can help 

language learners improve their writing, studies demonstrating that SCMC improve L2 

learners’ oral performance are even more relevant for my study. In line with Abram’s 

(2003) study indicating that SCMC may help students produce significantly more 

language, Beauvois (1997) reported similar results. She explored the mean scores on oral 

exams of 83 fourth-semester French students randomly assigned to two SCMC and two 

face-to-face groups. All the groups received three 1-hour sessions per week containing: a) 

a weekly quiz and a presentation of the video teleplay of the next chapter (Day 1), b) 

exploration of the video material using the textbook’s guided and personal questions (Day 

2), and c) the pedagogical part of the video and workbook exercises (Day 3). The focus of 

the study was on student achievement in oral skills during Day 2 activities. Interchange 

was used for SCMC sessions. Results showed that students in SCMC sessions achieved a 

greater improvement in oral skills. 

Employing working memory theory, Payne and Whitney (2002) examined if 

SCMC could improve L2 oral proficiency. The 58 volunteers from four sections of fourth 

semester Spanish were assigned to two SCMC and two face-to-face groups in a pretest-

posttest design. Their oral proficiency was gauged with a 50-point holistic scale by 

independent raters with an inter-rater reliability of .86 for the pretest and .94 for the 

posttest. To avoid a teacher effect, two instructors taught one control group and one 
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experimental group, respectively. The results showed that the oral proficiency of the 

students in the SCMC groups was significantly improved over that of the face-to-face 

groups. Another finding was that SCMC helped students with limited working memory in 

staying engaged in the conversation, and increasing practice and ultimate transfer of 

language skills. 

Although SCMC can facilitate L2 learners in writing and speaking, no study 

focused on exactly what students transfer from SCMC discussions to their subsequent 

tasks, except Huang’s (1999) study. Many researchers have suggested the need for an 

investigation of the transferability of language competence. As Chun (1994) hoped, 

because the written sentences generated in CACD are so similar to what students would 

say in spoken conversation, the written competence that students gain from CACD might 

progressively transfer to their speaking competence. Likewise, Warschauer (1996) also 

noted that SCMC “might be an excellent medium for prewriting work since it could serve 

as a bridge from spoken interaction to written composition” (p. 22). He also suggested 

that “electronic discussion might be used effectively as a prelude to oral discussion” (p. 

22). Beauvois (1998) also made a similar proposition that in SCMC, “the slowing down 

of the communicative process seems to bridge the gap between oral and written 

communication for a number of students, allowing them to benefit more fully from the 

language learning” (p. 213). These studies brought up the issue of whether SCMC allow 

students to transfer what they learn, the ideas and language generated in SCMC, to later 

language takes. However, these assertions have not been confirmed, except in one study.  

In an investigation of whether 17 Chinese EFL students would borrow the ideas 
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produced in SCMC to write their first drafts for six writing assignments in two semesters, 

Huang (1999) found that seven out of the 14 students reported that they had used the 

ideas from the prewriting written discussions for one assignment, and more than 11 out of 

14 students did the same for another assignment. More than 78% of the students reported 

in interviews and questionnaires that they had used the ideas in prewriting synchronous 

discussion in their later writing assignments. In the first drafts, they used different types 

of ideas that: 1) caused a topic change (13%), 2) caused a macro-level change (27%), 3) 

caused a paragraph-level change (23%), and 4) caused a change smaller than a paragraph 

(37%). Yet, the average number of examples in the written discussion that led students to 

change their topic or consider other perspectives was low, 0.7 and 1.4 respectively for 

each assignment. The low average number of examples per participating student was, as 

Huang reported, because several students changed their topic entirely after the written 

discussion. Among the elements that students thought most helpful, the order was 1) 

textual information from the school library, students’ homes and other sources; 2) 

students’ ideas; 3) ideas from friends, classmates outside of the writing groups, 

roommates, etc.; 4) the textbook used in class and teacher-provided handouts; and 5) 

finally ideas from the computer-mediated prewriting discussions. Exploring possible 

reasons for the low effectiveness of SCMC, Huang found in her interviews that her 

students attributed the ineffectiveness to the lack of time in their schedules insufficient 

time because the discussion was time-consuming. Thus, Huang’s study illustrated that 

some students did transfer the ideas generated in the prewriting sessions into subsequent 

writing performance. However, the prewriting SCMC session only had a small level of 
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influence on the later writing assignments. Still, more studies are needed to confirm this 

transferability because of the limited number of participants in this study, to evidence the 

types or patterns of transferability L2 learners employ, as well as to explore the 

transferability to subsequent oral performance.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHOD 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine whether Taiwanese EFL students at 

different language academic achievement levels would perform differently when given an 

opportunity to engage in written discussion throughout the entire semester. That is, the 

questions addressed were whether students at a higher academic achievement level would 

benefit from the written discussion by the end of semester, and whether students at a 

lower academic achievement level would make greater or lesser gains than students at a 

higher academic achievement level by the end of semester. In addition, students’ 

subsequent tasks were examined to see if they would carry ideas from what they had 

discussed in the Synchronous Computer-Mediated Communication setting to subsequent 

output tasks. The attitudes and responses of the EFL students about the helpfulness of 

SCMC discourse were also investigated. In this chapter, I provide a description of the 

research setting, including the research site, the course in which this study was conducted, 

and participants. In addition, I describe the research method, including the procedure, 

data collection, and data analysis for this study. 

 

RESEARCH SITE 

This study was conducted in the fall semester of 2005 (from September 2005 to 

January 2006) at a university in the south of Taiwan where English is treated as a foreign 

language. This was a large private university of technology, relative to the size of 
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universities in Taiwan, but medium in size compared to U.S. university, with four 

colleges, three doctoral programs, 24 master programs, and 21 departments, and a student 

population of approximately 17,500 at the time. Among the universities of technology in 

Taiwan, it has the largest master’s programs. Arising from the vocational education 

system, this university aims to promote the position of vocational education and to 

educate people who will contribute to the development of Taiwan’s industrial and 

business community. 

The goal of the Department of Applied English at this university was to develop 

students’ abilities for near-future careers. There were 18 classes in the undergraduate 

program offered through three basic programs: 1) a two-year college regular program that 

offered advanced professional training during weekdays for students who are junior 

college graduates, 2) a two-year college special program that offered the same 

professional courses during the weekend also for students who are junior college 

graduates, and 3) a four-year college program meant to meet the needs of senior high 

school and vocational high school graduates. The first and third programs offered day-

school and night-school courses while the second program only offered weekend courses. 

Besides the undergraduate programs, the department also provided a master’s program in 

the Graduate Institute of Applied English. The participants for this study were sampled 

from the two-year college regular program, the first one mentioned above.  

Unlike most traditional departments of English language and literature or 

departments of foreign language and literature, whose missions are language teaching and 

the cultivation of research in English literature and linguistics, the goals of this 
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department were primarily to train students to reach a high level of English proficiency, 

and secondarily to train students to meet future needs in various career-oriented fields, 

such as English language teaching, international trade, business management, journalism, 

tourism, office management, secretarial affairs, translation, and interpretation. Due to 

these needs, English presentation and communication skills were regarded as very 

important in this department as most graduates were expected to speak in fluent English 

in their future careers.  

Because my study involved the use of SCMC, the accessibility to a local area 

network (LAN) was essential. There were three multimedia language labs, three 

computer labs, and two multimedia labs in the Department of Applied English. The three 

multimedia language labs were equipped with 71, 45, and 32 computers respectively, and 

three computer labs maintained 26, 61, and 58 computers individually. The two 

multimedia labs in the Applied English Department 

had only 31 and 32 computers respectively. Each lab 

had scheduled maintenance and internet service. The 

lab for this study, chosen by the instructor, was the 

computer lab with 61 computers due to his personal 

preference. There were ten additional computers in 

this computer lab than the number of students in the 

class, which were needed occasionally to solve participants’ technical problems simply 

by using another computer. Additionally, in this computer lab, there were an auto-

scrolling screen and a color projector that the instructor used to teach vocabulary and 
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show certain websites. The computer operating system was Window XP with 256 DDR, 

DVD-ROM 16x. However, unlike other labs using Pentium 3 or 4, the CPU in this lab 

was Celerom 2.4 GHz, which may have caused the instability of the operation during the 

later online discussion session.  

Unfortunately, there was no suitable existing software for synchronous online 

discussion installed on these computers.  The computer lab was for students to use the 

internet service and for teachers to demonstrate materials on websites. Teachers could use 

the control system to interrupt each student computer operation for demonstration. 

Therefore, I decided to ask the technicians to install one of the free chatting software, 

MSN Messenger, to create a SCMC setting for my participants in which to conduct 

written discussions. The reason I chose to use MSN Messenger is that it is free and was 

widely used among my participants on their own time thereby obviating the need for me 

to give the participants an extra lesson to learn how to use the software. To use these 

programs for online discussion, I asked each student to apply for a new dedicated account 

on MSN Messenger and to check the account could function well. I asked them to write 

down their individual account IDs and passwords in their textbooks. Another important 

issue for me was to capture the transcript of their online discussion.  I asked each group 

to add my ID in their chatrooms before they started to talk, so that I could save their 

transcripts as RTF files after each discussion.  

 

PARTICIPANTS 

This study was to examine the helpfulness of SCMC to the performance of 
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English-major students in a southern university in Taiwan. The students in the program 

were required to take a course called Media English that aimed to familiarize students 

with English key words used in the media, help them develop a better sense of building 

English vocabulary, and provide an opportunity for them to learn and practice English 

through diverse activities with the assistance of media. 

 A group of 50 day-school seniors in the two-year college regular program, aged 

21-26, were enrolled in Media English. Six of them were male whereas 44 were female, 

an imbalance that was quite common in a foreign language class in the English 

Department. Although one participant was of Japanese origin, all of them were Chinese 

speakers who had learned English as a foreign language. They had all graduated from 

five-year junior colleges and had received at least six years of formal English instruction 

in junior high schools and in junior colleges. However, these students had diverse 

academic backgrounds. Some had graduated from business junior college, where English 

was not the main focus of study, whereas some had received their diplomas from a five-

year junior college program under a department of applied English in another university 

of technology. These students might be expected to be more comfortable in an English 

learning environment. They all had been admitted on the result of either a competency 

test or transfer exam, or on the basis of an official school recommendation. Of the 50 

students enrolled in this class, more specifically, 38 were the survivors from the previous 

semester whereas another 11 were transfer students, and one student came from another 

department. The data of only 33 in total were available, and these willingly participated 

in this study. I did not have any missing data from these 33 and they all signed the 
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consent form to allow me to use their data. Within the 33 students, 27 were from the 

original class, and the other six were either transfer students within the university or from 

other universities (see Table 3.1). In the instructor’s view, their English proficiency was 

approximately between high beginner and high intermediate levels. 

 
Table 3.1: Participants in This Study 

 Students from 
Original Class

Transfer  
Students 

Students from 
Other 

Departments 
Total Students 

Participants 38 11 1 50 (6 males & 
44 females) 

Students for 
Research Question 

1 
27 6  33 (11 Students 

in each level) 

 

The academic achievement levels of the students were determined by looking at 

their academic grades for the previous two semesters. Although many language 

researchers use standardized tests to determine L2 learner’s proficiency level, such as 

TOEFL (Katib, 1999) and ACTFL (Thompson, 1996), a great number of researchers have 

used learners’ enrollment in different levels of language class to estimate proficiency 

level. For example, Hudson (1982) used learners’ reading class level as the criterion for 

language proficiency level examining students’ reading performance on the effect of 

induced schemata. Cziko (1980), investigating reading errors, determined subjects’ L2 

proficiency level according to the time they entered an immersion program. Exploring the 

effect of structure strategy on learners of French, Raymond (1993) decided on learners’ 

language proficiency levels based on the number of courses they had taken before her 

study. Thus, it seems that many researchers have used convenient profiles to determine 
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learners’ language proficiency level when standardized tests were unavailable. In my 

study, I used the mean scores of students’ final grades in language courses taken in the 

previous year as the criterion to determine their proficiency levels. Each student’s mean 

score in their English language courses were calculated. That is, the scores they had 

earned in reading, writing, speaking, and listening courses in the previous year were 

averaged. Such English-related courses as Introduction to Linguistics, Business English, 

and English Literature were excluded because these courses usually involve students in 

learning about the language rather than learning the language itself. According to the 

mean scores, the students were divided into three groups, high, medium, and low 

academic achievement levels. The reason that I used the mean score of English language 

courses was that it was not realistic for me to give the 50 students a proficiency test such 

as an OPI before the semester started. Using the mean score in their English language 

courses seemed to be more practical.  

However, the transfer students did not have their English language course grades 

for the first semester of the previous year. Most of them had transferred in the spring. The 

office of Academic Affairs could only provide me these students’ grades for the second 

semester. One of them even had waived his composition course. Hence, in order to use 

the data of the transfer students, I decided to use the mean score of their language course 

grades in the second semester because the mean score was also divided by the same three 

language courses as the rest of the qualified students. The student who had waived his 

composition course was disqualified. In brief, only six transfer students had no missing 

data at the end of the semester.  One of them was assigned to the high achievement level 
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groups; four to the middle group; and one to the low group. Therefore, in this study there 

were 11 students in the high achievement level group, 11 in the middle, and 11 in the low 

group.  

Thirteen students were interviewed at the end of the semester. As I had previously 

planned, six participants at the three different academic achievement levels were 

randomly selected, two from each level, respectively, in order to obtain a more detailed 

view of their experience of learning through using SCMC. These students were 

interviewed before the last week of the semester. Fortunately, more students were willing 

to share their personal experiences. Besides the six focus interviewees, two additional 

students from the low group, one from the middle, and three from the high groups were 

interviewed. The last interviewee was a transfer student and not in any group due to being 

late for one of the online discussion. However, her interview data were still available for 

me to understand her learning experience of using online discussion to learn English. 

According to her mean score of the grades from the previous semester, this student would 

have been assigned to the middle level group.  

The instructor, Mr. Liu (pseudonym), in his 40s, had been teaching at this 

university for several years. He had earned his doctoral degree in the U.S. in TESL/TEFL 

a few years before. He had been teaching the course Media English since even before he 

obtained his Ph D. After explaining the purpose of my study to him and introducing the 

idea of SCMC instruction, he was willing to participate in the study, interested in learning 

more about using SCMC in his class because he had not used or seen any instructor using 

this innovation before in the university.  



 56

In brief, besides Mr. Liu, 33 students registered in the course Media English 

agreed to participate in this study, and 13 students were interviewed as additional 

informants. Six of them were randomly chosen from the three different academic 

achievement levels. All the students were given a questionnaire at the end of the semester 

in order to measure their responses and attitudes toward SCMC.  

 

PROCEDURE 

The course Media English met for three hours per week for 16 weeks, in addition 

to the midterm and final exam weeks. The students were assigned to learn four out of the 

eight chapters from the textbook Collins Cobuild Key Words in the Media: Helping 

Learners with Real English (Mascull, 1999), designed to help language learners develop 

facility with the English of newspapers, radio, and television. The book systematically 

covered words and expressions that frequently occurred in different news media. The 

chapters that were taught in this semester were: 1) the Media; 2) Politics; 3) Work, 

Unemployment, and Welfare; and 4) Entertainment and the Arts. Each chapter contained 

16 to 23 main activities, each of which normally included at least two smaller activities. 

To take the first chapter The Media as an example, the content covered types of media; 

media partners, expanding students’ vocabulary bank for the word media; programs and 

people, introducing types of programs on radio and television as well as the terms for 

people working in these programs; and some positions of the press. It also provided for a 

discussion of diverse issues through reading and activities. These issues centered around 

rather controversial topics, such as TV violence, multimedia and virtual reality, gossip 
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and the glitterati, and privacy and the paparazzi, which, I hoped, would be fruitful topics 

for students to discuss during the written discussion.  

The instructor, Mr. Liu, had used this book for the course for several years. He 

had been asking his students to use internet sources and do group presentations to enrich 

their learning by listening to authentic materials because most of the activities in the book 

focused on reading and writing. He planned to teach the rest of the book during the 

subsequent semester. Therefore, four chapters were taught during the study, and each 

chapter was taught and discussed across four weeks.  

Excluding the first week for introduction and set up, the week for the midterm, 

and the last week for the final exam, the total number of weeks for teaching and online 

discussions was 15. Each of the four chapters was planned to be taught for four weeks, 

except the last chapter. For each chapter, there were two content input weeks and two 

activity weeks, scheduled interweavingly and starting with content. The instructor taught 

the main activities that he considered helpful to the students during the three hours in 

Weeks 1 and 3, in order to offer them enough input for later discussion.  

By contrast, in each activity week (Weeks 2 and 4), the schedule was as follows: 

the instructor continued to offer more input and review what students had learned in the 

first 30 minutes of a class session, an online discussion session occurred asking students 

to discuss the related topics, students participated in one speech session to practice their 

oral skills, and they were in one essay session to write individual essays. Because it was a 

morning class, the 30 minutes at the beginning also served as a time period to wait for 

late coming students. Then, the class started their online discussion for the related topics 
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and issues for 35 minutes. Following the discussion, the class took a 10-minute break and 

went back the computer lab for the subsequent speech and essay activities.  

The topics for speech and essay activities were the same. These topics were 

addressed and explained to make sure students understood them. Then, the class members 

were randomly assigned to two different groups for two different types of tasks. Half of 

the students stayed in the same computer lab to complete individual speech tasks, while 

the rest of the students moved to another computer lab to write individual essays related 

to the topics they had discussed. The students in each group completed their own 

assignment before the class ended, approximately 70 minutes later. This teaching pattern 

across four weeks was repeated for the four chapters. 

Although I had hoped to arrange eight online discussions initially, only seven 

online discussions were carried out due to time limitations. These online discussions were 

held on the Course Schedule Weeks 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, 14, and 16. The main focus topics for 

each discussion were: 1) TV violence, 2) personal privacy and paparazzi, 3) the ideal 

candidate and poll surveying, 4) presidential election and rioting, 5) sexual harassment at 

work and unemployment, 6) strike and welfare, and 7) movies and stars. Details are 

provided below. 

During the introductory week of the semester, in addition to addressing the 

syllabus, some set-up work for the later online discussions and the procedure of online 

discussion was practiced. At the second half of the first class meeting, each student was 

required to open a new MSN account for MSN Messenger, using their school ID numbers, 

for synchronous online discussion, and to write his or her own new account on the board 
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for the rest of the students to add him or her into their “friend list.” They could not use 

their existing MSN accounts for this class because there would be 52 people, including 

the instructor and me, in their friend lists; and I did not want them to confuse each other’s 

names with names of friends outside the class. In addition, students were also restricted to 

show only their English names as their ID title, instead of other words, in order not to 

confuse their classmates. Even though I did not spend too much time instructing them 

how to use the software, in order to ensure that every student understood how to chat 

through MSN Messenger, I arranged a mock group discussion for them to practice for 10 

minutes, discussing their summer vacation. Despite the unequal chance for each student 

to be a group leader and practice the function of adding group members to a chatroom, 

everyone had a rough idea about the procedure of online discussion by the end of the first 

week. They later went through the processes more smoothly each time as soon as I 

dispatched the group members regardless of some technical problems that I explain below. 

For each activity week, the written group discussion lasted 35 minutes. The topics 

for the discussion, taken from the textbook or in-class discussions, were relevant to the 

topics in the subsequent activity. For the SCMC setting, all 50 students were randomly 

assigned to six groups in advance, with eight or nine students in a group. Two discussion 

questions were related to the current chapter being discussed. Meanwhile, students in 

each group were told that they did not have to follow the order of the questions during the 

discussion but were allowed to start to discuss whichever question most interested them. 

The first question they chose was expected to be discussed for 15 minutes. After that, 

each group could decide either to continue discussing the same question or move to the 
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other question for 20 minutes. Yet, they were advised that it would be better to discuss 

both of the questions. Before each online discussion, they were also reminded that their 

production, mainly ideas, during the discussion would be graded and counted for up to 

30% of their final grade. I expected them to be encouraged to participate more by this 

regulation.  

The discussion topics or questions were related to the issues that the instructor or 

the textbook had raised in the previous class. To take “personal privacy and paparazzi” as 

an example, one of the discussion questions was: “Do you feel that celebrities, politicians, 

and other ‘public people’ should expect the media to try to find out and publish 

information about their private lives? What do you think that the media should be 

allowed to publish? In your opinion, is there anything that the media should not be 

allowed to make public?” (Kozyrev & Baker, 1999, p. 73). Another question was: 

“Personal privacy is always an important issue in the society. Please recall an 

event/events related to the violation of personal privacy. Pretend you are one of the 

people involved in the event and discuss what personal privacy means to you. You can 

discuss this issue from the viewpoint of a celebrity, press companies, paparazzi, and 

audience.” In brief, these questions were expected to encourage the students to take what 

they had learned from the class and the textbook into the discussion and help them to do 

the later tasks. Due to the limited course schedule, though there were 15 weeks along 

with an introductory and set-up week, a midterm week and a final exam week, only seven 

online discussions were conducted for this semester because we had time for only one 

online discussion for the last chapter.  
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The transcripts of the written discussions were collected and sent back 

electronically to the students. Because I was invited to each chatroom, I was able to save 

each group’s discussion as it ended though I did not participate in any discussion. I then 

saved the contents of each group discussion as RTF files on my computer and later edited 

and saved them as DOC files. The content of each group discussion was sent back to the 

students’ new email addresses before the next class.  

Things did not always go as smoothly as expected. Several technical problems 

occurred during the seven online discussions. Some cases were computer problems while 

other cases were internet connecting problems. Fortunately, there were plenty of 

computers for students so that I simply asked them to use a different one. The most 

troublesome were log-in problems, that is, when students were not able to log in with 

their own IDs. Although they could move to a new computer, most often, the log-in 

problem persisted for that session, and I allowed them to use my computer and ID. 

Strangely, there were no problems when they logged in the following time. Other 

common cases were that some students forgot their password and needed to reapply for a 

new account. They then used my account instead, and asked their classmates to add them 

next time before the online discussion started.  

Meanwhile, because my focus was on the students, the instructor did not 

participate in any of the online discussions. Because there were six group discussions 

taking place at the same time, it was impossible for Mr. Liu to attend all of them. Even so, 

Mr. Liu not only provided explanations of the usage of key vocabulary from the textbook 

and facilitated the students to find appropriate words to use, but also offered the students 
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a variety of relevant word input and showed them useful functions available at some tool 

websites. He also gave feedback on students’ speeches and some comments on common 

grammar errors in the transcripts. Unfortunately, during the semester, Mr. Liu was unable 

to attend some of the classes due to some school emergencies, and I was needed to 

substitute for two content input classes.  

Following the 35-minute written discussion, the students were to do their 

subsequent speech and essay tasks, to which they had been assigned randomly in advance. 

To release the tension from the discussion, a 10-minute break always occurred before the 

subsequent task. Students returned to the same computer lab and waited to hear to which 

tasks they had been assigned. The lists of the speech and essay groups were read aloud, 

and each student came to the front to receive the handouts for the assigned subsequent 

task. Although the topics for both tasks were the same, the instructions were different. 

The topics on the handout were read and explained by me to make sure each student 

understood them. Students then had 70 minutes to finish their task. For the first 

performance, I prepared five topics related to their previous group discussion; however, 

after a discussion with Mr. Liu, we agreed to use only three topics because Mr. Liu 

thought five topics might be too many for the students. 

Each time, 25 students remained in the same classroom to give individual 2-to-2.5 

minute speeches while the rest of the students moved to another classroom to write a 200-

to-250-word essay individually. For the speech group, students were required to give one 

speech for at least two minutes elaborating on personal opinions or personal experiences 

from their own or someone else’s position about the related topic. Students were allowed 
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to volunteer to give their speeches at any time, or they had to wait for me to call their 

names by random drawing. When someone was called, he or she would draw one out of 

the three topics two minutes before their speech. He or she took two minutes to prepare 

and outline his or her speech before speaking. The reason that students did not have the 

choice of their favorite speech topic was to allow each student to have almost the same 

amount of preparation time. Although the later speakers seemed to have advantages in 

preparing their speech, they needed to listen to other speakers and would not know which 

topic they should prepare. Last, students’ speech performances were evaluated by the 

instructor according to his criteria: eye contact, ideas/content, and keywords used from 

the textbook. He also gave his feedback and pointed out common mistakes to the whole 

class at the end. In addition, these speeches were audio-taped and digitally recorded for 

later analysis. I tried to video-tape the speeches so that students could watch their 

performance later and so I could record the order of speakers. However, timing students’ 

preparation and speeches during the period was still difficult for me. With the limited 

availability of digital camera equipment that was often borrowed by several conferences 

held nearby, I needed to ask some students to help me to time their classmates’ 

performance. These helpers were not the same each time.  

While the students in the speech group did not get to choose their own topic, the 

ones in the essay group had their chance to select their favorite out of the three topics, 

which were the same as those for the speech group. Despite being allowed to use online 

dictionaries to help their writing, they had to write their essays in handwriting in order to 

avoid losing their work due to internet problems. The essays were graded with the criteria 
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of ideas/content, keywords from the textbook, and length of content. Grammar was not 

the focus, of course, at this point. The essays were returned to the students in the 

following week and common mistakes and errors were discussed with the whole class. 

Students’ essays were later typed up and saved as DOC files for later analysis. The 

students chose one out of the three topics and completed their individual essays within 70 

minutes.  

The topics for each type of task were designed to be the same. On the handouts of 

both speech and essay tasks were guidelines for how to format their essays and how to 

calm themselves down before their speech. The three questions on both handouts were 

the same. Again, to take the topic of “personal privacy” as an example, one of the three 

questions was: “Please select one famous or popular star whose private life has been 

exposed to the public recently. For example, he or she and another star have been 

witnessed expressing their intimacy, such as walking hand in hand, while they went 

shopping somewhere. Pretend that you are the star. Please write an essay to tell us how 

you feel about this violation of your personal privacy.”  Another topic was: “Instead of 

celebrities, now imagine you are a reporter working for a gossip magazine company 

whose goal is to discover another side of the story of any celebrity, including movie stars, 

musicians, TV program stars, and even politicians. Please write an essay to show us your 

opinions about how you, as the reporter, feel about personal privacy.” Students might also 

be asked to give personal feedback toward certain issues, such as, “To your knowledge, 

what kinds of responsibility should the media take on the issue of personal privacy? In 

other words, why do you think we need the media? Can you give us some examples of 
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the responsibility that you think the media should carry?”  

In addition to the online discussions, speech and essay assignments were managed 

before the first written discussion for each chapter. At the beginning of each chapter, 

students were randomly assigned to do either the speech task or writing task. However, if 

they were assigned to give a speech in Week 2, they then would beyond doubt be 

assigned to write an essay in Week 4. In contrast, if they conducted the essay task in 

Week 2, they then would do the speech task in Week 4. Thus, students would give a 

speech and write an essay for each chapter. The details of the group arrangement are 

displayed in Table 3.2.  

 
Table 3.2: Task Assignment for Each Chapter 

 Hour 1 Hour 2 Hour 3 
Week 1 3-hour content input from the instructor 

Oral: 25 Ss were randomly selected 
to give 2-2.5 minute speeches 
about the topic they draw 2 
minute before their speech. 70 
mins in total. Week 2 

More content 
input and review 
while waiting Ss 

50 Ss were randomly assigned by 
the researcher to 6 groups, 8-9 Ss 
per group, to discuss 2 opinion-

based topics for each discussion for 
35 minutes. The first topic was for 

15 minutes while the second, 20. Ss 
could choose which topic they 

wanted to discuss first. 

Writing: The other 25 Ss moved to 
another classroom to write an 
individual essay of 200 words 
about a topic being discussed 
within 70 mins.  

Week 3 3-hour content input from the instructor 
Oral: The 25 Ss who wrote essays in 

Week 2 were assigned to give 2-
2.5 minute speeches about the 
topic they draw 2 minute before 
their speech. 70 mins in total. 

Week 4 Same as above Same as above Writing: The 25 Ss who gave 
speeches in Week2 moved to 
another classroom to write an 
individual essay of 200 words 
about a topic being discussed 
within 70 mins. 

 

In sum, in addition to the seven online discussions, students had conducted seven 
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performances by the end of the semester, respectively. For the first three chapters, each of 

them needed to turn in three essays and carry out three speeches corresponding to six 

various issues. However, due to time limits, each student only needed to conduct one 

more task, either a speech or an essay, associated with the fourth chapter. Therefore, each 

student completed seven tasks in total: three speeches and three essays, and one more 

task, either a speech or an essay. 

In the week before the final exam, a questionnaire was handed out in order to 

investigate students’ attitudes and responses to the use of online discussion in this course. 

Because there has been little research studying students’ attitudes and responses toward 

instruction using SCMC in EFL settings, I adapted the questionnaire from Jaeglin (1998) 

and Meunier (1998) in Appendix A. As to the number of items, there were 43 close-ended 

questions and two open-ended questions. The close-ended questions were answered using 

5-point Likert scales asking students to rate their agreement with the questions, with “1” 

as strongly disagree and “5” as strongly agree. The last two questions were open-ended 

for students to address from their experiences the weakness and strength of using MSN 

Messenger to do group discussions. The whole questionnaire was translated by me into 

Mandarin Chinese to ensure students’ comprehensibility. In order to avoid the loss of 

meaning of items in translation, the Mandarin Chinese version was back-translated. The 

questionnaire was given to the students at the last hour of the last week for them to 

complete. Originally, 43 complete questionnaires were collected, but because of missing 

data, the total number of available questionnaires was 38. 

As for interviews, six students representing the three academic achievement levels 
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were randomly selected. Originally, I planned to have two student interviewees from each 

level; however, because more students were willing to share their insights about their use 

of online discussion, I had 13 students in total: four from the low level group, three from 

the middle level group, five from the high level group, and one was not assigned to any 

group due to missing data. However, according to the mean score of the language course 

she had taken in the previous semester, this interviewee with missing data was considered 

to belong to in the middle group. I interviewed them in Mandarin Chinese for 

comprehensibility reason and by following the interview guide in Appendix B, asking 

them how they felt about the use of online discussion in this course. I asked then to recall 

from their memory what they were doing and thinking during some online discussions. 

The Role of the Researcher 

My role in the classroom was somewhat difficult and ambiguous in this study. 

Before the class started, I expected myself to be simply a researcher, observing the 

phenomena related to my research questions, as well as a technical supporter setting up 

the free software online chatting program, MSN Messenger, guiding students to use the 

program, and helping them to solve problems regarding computer or Internet access. 

However, the instructor, Mr. Liu, invited me to be and introduced me to the students as a 

co-teacher for this course, more like an assistant instructor who also needed to teach. This 

meant that I not only needed to make sure the process of online discussions went 

smoothly, but also had to teach the class accordingly. Due to Mr. Liu’s administrative 

work which required him sometimes to stop teaching for an emergency, it happened 

occasionally that he had suddenly to leave and ask the students to study on their own 
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temporarily. Therefore, I, as a co-teacher, had to substitute for him to continue the class. 

Moreover, we also had an agreement about individual workload: Mr. Liu taught the 

classes while I handled students’ online discussion set-up and internet problems; he 

evaluated students’ speeches whereas I graded their essays. Although it seemed that I, as 

a researcher, was very much involved in the course, I decided that being a participant 

observer might be advantageous to the research. According to Glasne (1999), a 

participant observer can obtain more data about “how the actions of research participants 

correspond to their words; see patterns of behavior; experience the unexpected, as well as 

the expected; and develop a quality of trust…” (p. 43). As a co-teacher, I believed I might 

gain more firsthand information about the students’ attitudes and responses through 

helping to answer their academic questions and offering technical support inside or 

outside of class time. As an observer researcher, I also took notes of any emerging themes 

taking place in class and recorded my reflections, questions, and concerns during the 

research process in a journal, in order to capture “…the sights, the smells, the 

impressions, and the extra remarks said before and after the interview…” (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1982, p. 75) of the instructor and the students. 

 

DATA COLLECTION 

There are several data sources for this study. First, all the transcripts produced in 

the online discussion were saved, collected, and edited. There were six group discussions 

for each online discussion and seven online discussions across the semester for a total of 

42 transcripts. Each discussion was saved as an RTF file at the end of each online 
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discussion and then edited and saved as a DOC file, in order to be sent back to students 

and for me to analyze. These transcripts are the primary data source I used to answer the 

first and second research questions. However, because quite a few students were absent, 

the seventh online discussion was excluded for this study. The possible reason for 

students considering it acceptable to miss this class might be the distinct grading system. 

Different from other required courses using print-out paper tests, Mr. Liu used students’ 

essay performance for Chapter Two as their midterm grade while using their speech 

performance for Chapter Three for their final. He considered that there were too many 

assignments for his students to accomplish for this semester. He and I decided to use 

students’ biweekly production as their midterm and final exam grades. Although students 

knew that their performances in the seventh discussion and later subsequent tasks would 

be counted as one of their grades, seven of them did not show up. Another possible 

reason might be that students were told they were allowed to be absent once from the 

online discussions. Unfortunately, this situation caused me to have to give up the seventh 

online discussion production in order to have more complete data sets. Therefore, the 

total number of online discussions for this study is six, and the total number of group 

online discussions became 36 (six groups for each discussion).  

Second, the students’ essays written in class, another data source, were collected. 

These had been written right after online discussions, and students were allowed to use 

either traditional or online dictionaries to compose their essays in another computer lab. 

Each essay was required to contain 200~250 words and turned in at the end of class. 

Students wrote at least three essays individually across the semester, with half of the 
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students writing a fourth one for the last chapter, for a total of 168 essays collected. These 

essays were photocopied and graded by me, and then returned to the students. These 

essays were used to answer the second research question. 

Third, the students’ speech performances were collected. In the speech activity, 

students’ speeches had been audio-taped and also digitally audio-taped as a backup 

source throughout the seven speech tasks. I intended to video-tape everyone for students 

across the semester to monitor their own performance as well as to record students’ 

performance order. Unfortunately, the digital camera equipment was lent out for several 

weeks after the midterm because it was needed to support some conferences held at the 

university. Fortunately, their performances were clear on the audio-tapes and in the digital 

files, and the performance order and times were recorded by one of the students. A total 

of 170 speeches were collected in total and later transcribed as DOC files to be used to 

answer the second research question. 

Fourth, the documents and written course materials used both during the 

instruction and for the online discussions and subsequent activities were collected. These 

were the students’ grade transcripts from the previous year, the textbook, the course 

syllabus, hints for online discussion, and the topics/questions for the seven online 

discussions, the seven speeches, and the seven essays.  

Fifth, each student’s response to the questionnaire was collected to answer the 

third research question. In the last week, 43 students completed the questionnaires with 

close-ended and open-ended items before the final exam, and returned it to me before 

they left class. Responses to the two open-ended items were translated into English for 
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later analysis. 

Sixth, 13 students representing three different academic achievement levels were 

interviewed to contribute to case studies. I conducted a text-based semi-structured 

interview with each interviewee. Their attitudes toward SCMC were probed during the 

interview. Each interview was transcribed in Mandarin Chinese afterwards. The interview 

questions are listed in Appendix B. Originally, I planned to interview six students and 

each interview would last no more than one hour; fortunately, more students were willing 

to share their experiences of using MSN Messenger for discussion. Four students were 

from the low group with another four students were from the middle groups, and five 

from the high group.   

Seventh, my observation notes also served as another data source. I observed how 

the students behaved during the online discussions and how they reacted to the discussion 

tools. I intended to answer questions such as: Do they really get involved or do they look 

bored during the discussion? Do they surf on the Internet instead of making contributions 

to the discussion? Do they have any trouble in discussing certain topics online? Most 

often, I jotted down my observations at the end of the class or later that night because 

there were many things I needed to attend to during and right after the online discussions. 

In addition to my observations, I wrote down anything the instructor said and observed 

while conversing with him informally after the class because I believed that the instructor 

could provide insights about whether the use of SCMC could promote EFL students’ oral 

and written performance as well as their learning motivation. Although he did not join 

any student group discussions, his observation was trustworthy because he had been 
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teaching this course for several years and might notice even small differences between 

this class and the classes he had taught before. This data source was also used to answer 

the third research question. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

To answer my three research questions, a mixed method approach, both 

quantitative and qualitative, was used. For the first research question, a quantitative 

approach was used. The hypothesis tested was: with the frequent experiences of SCMC, 

the students in the different academic achievement levels would perform differently in 

written discussion across the semester, in terms of the number of words, lexical richness, 

lexical density, and syntactic complexity. The null hypotheses stated that there would be 

no differences across the groups across the semester. More specifically, the transcripts in 

SCMC discussions that each student produced were analyzed to examine if SCMC 

encourages students at each level to produce comparatively more words, higher lexical 

richness, higher lexical density, and higher syntactic complexity, over the semester.  

As to the second research question, the transferability from students’ written 

discussion to their later output (essays and speeches) was analyzed qualitatively. Were 

students’ ideas being used in their subsequent performance (speeches and essays)? If yes, 

what kinds of ideas were likely to be transferred to their subsequent performance? 

Students’ online discussion transcripts and their individual speeches and essays were 

closely analyzed to look for emergent patterns from the data.  

For the third question, a mixed research approach was used. Multiple data sources 
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were used and analyzed for triangulation to reveal students’ attitudes and responses 

toward using SCMC in preparing for their speeches and essays. The 43-item 

questionnaire completed by the students was the primary source for data analysis. I 

analyzed and descriptively displayed the mean score and the frequency distributions per 

question in three degrees: strongly agree/agree, neutral, and strongly disagree/disagree. 

These data were expected to show how the students felt about the helpfulness of the use 

of SCMC for their subsequent performance. I will discuss what the percent of agreement 

or disagreement to each question means and what it may imply in the next chapter. 

Moreover, the triangulation of multiple sources helped me not only to “eliminate biases 

that might result from relying exclusively on any one data-collection method, source, 

analyst, or theory” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003, p. 464), but also to see the same data from 

different perspectives and to clarify the meaning of data in context. The written 

discussion transcripts, the interviews of the 13 students, and my observation log served as 

additional data. These sources helped me to understand students’ attitudes and responses 

to the use of SCMC in EFL settings from several rich perspectives. 

 

Quantitative Analysis of the First Research Question—Written Discussion 

Transcripts 

Data analysis for the first research question adopted and adapted the quantitative 

methods of analysis in Warschauer (1996) and Abrams (2003) to analyze how EFL 

students at different levels performed in SCMC discussion. The 36 written discussion 

transcripts were analyzed by calculating the number of words, lexical richness, lexical 
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density, and syntactic complexity by individual participant, using functions in Microsoft 

Word. 

The Number of Words 

The number of words produced by each student in every written discussion was 

used to determine students’ fluency and to see whether students produced more words as 

a result of participating in written discussions. The number of words here means the total 

number of ENGLISH words that a participant produced in one whole discussion. My 

assumption was that the more words a learner produced, the more fluent his/her language 

was. As I counted the number of words, I found there were many different but 

distinguished types of symbol systems produced by these students. Besides the English 

word system and the commonly used emoticons in Western style, such as :) or the ones in 

Japanese style, like ^_^, serveral symbol systems were used such as utterance expressions 

(hum, haha), logical symbols (=, -->), Chinese words (characters or western script 

expressions to refer to Chinese morphemes), dictionary explanations, and website links. 

These were perhaps used because of the students’ cultural background, language 

limitations, convenience of typing, and additional functions afforded by the discussion 

tools of MSN Messenger. However, these symbol systems will not be discussed here 

because they are not the focus of this study. In brief, for the dependent variable of the 

number of words, only English words produced in each discussion were used and counted. 

Lexical Richness and Density  

The processes of calculating lexical richness and lexical density were similar. 

Words with the same stem morpheme but different meanings and different parts of speech 
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were counted as different words or items (Abrams, 2003), for instance, speech/speechless 

and meaning/mean. The words speech and speechless would be counted as two words 

because they have different meanings and represent different parts of speech. If the same 

word was used in different contexts that gave it a different meaning or part of speech, the 

word was counted separately; for instance, the word that can be used as a conjunction, 

connecting two clauses as in “I think that he is right,” while it can be also used as an 

adverb, as in “You can’t be that serious,” a pronoun, “That is true,” or an adjective, “He 

can’t borrow that book.”  If these four usages occurred in the transcript of the same 

student, they were counted separately. By contrast, words like write/wrote were counted 

as one word because they shared the same meaning and part of speech (Abrams, 2003). 

The same rule applied to English tense and plural forms, and counted as one word. 

However, the types of words counted for the analysis of lexical richness and lexical 

density were different as described next. 

Lexical richness. The measurement of lexical richness, the number of different 

words (both content and function words), in this study was adopted from Warschauer’s 

(1996) Type-Token Ratio (TTR), “the total number of different words divided by the total 

number of words” (p. 13).  Warschauer implied that the higher the TTR students 

displayed the greater the complexity of their language. For example, the sentence “The 

brown dog is under the table” would have a TTR of .86, because the article “the” can 

only be counted once, and there are six different words divided by seven total words. In 

addition, the different words here mean content words and function words. According to 

Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams’ (2003) definition in An Introduction to Language: 
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Seventh Edition, content words are the nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs that “denote 

concepts such as objects, actions, attributes, and ideas” (p.73), whereas function words 

include conjunctions, prepositions, articles, and pronouns “because they have a 

grammatical function” (p.74). More precisely, the analysis for lexical richness was 

determined by dividing the total number of different content and function words, by the 

total number of words, by which was meant here, the total number of English words, as 

shown in the formula below:   

                                       the number of different words (content + function words)  
                      Lexical richness =                                                            

                      the number of words 
 

Lexical density. According to Abrams (2003), lexical density indicates students’ 

competence in using a varied lexicon. She analyzed students’ content words for their 

complexity. In other words, the higher the value of lexical density students achieved in 

their language, the greater the complexity they were assumed to produce in their output. 

For lexical density, the total number of content words, that is, nouns, verbs, adjective, and 

adverbs, each student produced in a written discussion was counted. The formula for 

calculating lexical density is as follows.  

                                           the number of lexical items (nouns + verbs + adjectives + adverbs) 
                     Lexical density =   

                                                                         the number of words 

 
Syntactic Complexity.  

To determine syntactic complexity of students’ language output, Warschauer’s 

(1996) Coordination Index was applied. Warschauer claimed that this index was 

“considered to be inversely proportional to complexity, since more advanced writers or 
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speakers of a language generally use proportionally more subordination than do 

beginners” (p. 14). In addition, because their performance in online discussions was more 

colloquial and informal, I considered clauses in the sense of how words were conveying 

meaning. For example, if a student wrote “Morning” or “ Good morning” in a message, I 

would count it as an independent clause because it conveys the meaning of “May you 

have a good morning,” instead of no clause, as in “Well” or “haha.” Moreover, in a 

sentence like “I think you should stay with him when he is around you,” I would analyze 

this sentence as one independent clause and two dependent clauses because the clause 

“he is around you” is a subordinate or dependent clause due to the conjunction “when,” 

and the clause “you should stay with him” is actually a subordinate clause of the 

independent clause “I think.” The value of syntactic complexity in Warschauer’s 

Coordination Index is the number of independent clauses divided by the total number of 

clauses, both independent and dependent clauses. The values that result mean that the 

smaller value a learner gets, the more dependent clauses he or she uses and the greater 

complexity he or she produces. However, in order to make the value of the variable 

syntactic complexity consistent with the previous three dependent variables, I decided to 

use the number of dependent clauses as the numerator for syntactic complexity so that 

higher values would represent greater complexity. Hence, the formula for this dependent 

variable was as follows: 

                               the number of dependent clauses 
                        Syntactic Complexity =   

                                                          the total number of combined clauses   
  

In short, students’ messages in online discussions were analyzed for these four 
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categories in order to test whether there were significant differences in language quantity 

and quality in the SCMC discussions. I assumed that greater proficiency would be 

indicated by more words, greater lexical richness and lexical density, and a higher 

coordination index as a measure of syntactic complexity. 

To answer the first research question, data analysis involved a 3x6 two-way 

repeated measure Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). There were two independent variables 

and four dependent variables. The two independent variables were: 1) the three academic 

achievement levels: low, medium, and high; and 2) the six written discussions across the 

semester from Weeks 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, and 14. The four dependent measures were the 

number of words, lexical richness, lexical density, and syntactic complexity. For each 

dependent variable, means and standard deviations for each group are reported.   

The inter-rater reliability for each dependent variable was analyzed as follow. Two 

doctoral students from Department of Foreign Language Education checked the 

consistency of my counts. Both had received their master’s degrees in the U.S. and had 

been in the doctoral program for at least one year. Because the kinds of counts I needed 

for the four dependent variables requires a great deal of time and efforts, I decided to 

have one of them in charge of counting number of words and syntactic complexity, while 

the other counted words for lexical richness and density.  

 

Qualitative Analysis of the Second Research Question—Written Discussion 

Transcripts, Speech Transcripts, and Essays 

The second research question was aimed at examining the transferability of ideas 



 79

that students had mentioned in SCMC discussions in their subsequent tasks. To answer 

this question, different data sources were used. I began by reading the six group 

transcripts in one online discussion and then the speeches and essays that its group 

participants produced. This examination cycle was conducted repeatedly for the seven 

online discussions. Closely examining data in each cycle, I first open coded to search for 

similarities and differences of “units of meaning” (Lally & Barrett, 1999, p. 150) between 

students’ discussion transcripts and their speeches and essays. Next, I coded the data 

again to categorize what I had found for features emerging repeatedly. These features 

were considered the main findings to answer my second research question.  

To assure the credibility of this study, several strategies were used to establish 

trustworthiness, triangulation among multiple data sources and peer debriefing with other 

researchers.  

Triangulation employing different collection methods, data sources, investigator, 

or theories can reduce biases coming from using only one collection method, data source, 

analyst, or theory (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). It helped me to view the same data from 

various perspectives and understand the context more fully. The primary data sources 

used for this research question were 42 online discussion transcripts from seven 

discussions, 170 speech transcripts, and 168 essay transcripts. These were supplemented 

by the textbook, the handouts given to students for the seven online discussions, the 

interviews, and my observation notes as secondary data sources.  

Peer debriefing was also employed during data analysis. In addition to the chair of 

my dissertation, one doctoral student in the Department of Educational Psychology acted 
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as a peer reviewer to provide external reflection and input to my analysis. By keeping me 

honest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in examining my interpretation and identifying themes, I 

benefited very much from frequent discussions with them.  

 

Descriptive and Qualitative Analysis of Questionnaires and Interviews 

The third research question was meant to explore these students’ responses to the 

use of instruction using MSN Messenger. The primary data sources were 38 anonymous 

questionnaires (see Appendix A) and 13 interviews, with my observation notes served as 

secondary data source. Employing these diverse data sources addressed the requirement 

of triangulation to reduce any bias from using only one data source.  

The close-ended questionnaire was adapted from Jaeglin’s (1998) and Meunier’s 

(1998) questionnaires and allowed me to explore students’ emotional and motivational 

reactions to MSN Messenger as well as their opinions about the usefulness of using MSN 

Messenger during  instruction. For data analysis, I present the result in three levels by 

combining the frequencies of “strongly disagree = 1” and “disagree = 2” into the category 

“disagreement” and the frequencies of “agree = 4” and “strongly agree = 5” for 

agreement. In addition, I also present the mean scores and standard deviations for each 

question item (See Appendix A). Because I conducted questionnaire responses 

anonymously, I can not present the findings from the questionnaire according to the three 

academic achievement levels. However, the advantage was that an anonymous 

questionnaire may have allowed students to have less concern and be more willing to 

share their experiences and true feelings. The open-ended section to the questionnaire 
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was analyzed and categorized according to four emergent themes. As this section 

included two questions about the strengths and drawbacks of instruction using MSN 

Messenger, the findings are presented with their own emergent themes. Although 43 

questionnaires in total were collected, only 38 questionnaires had complete answers with 

no missing data and were analyzed later. However, even though the other five 

questionnaires had missing data in the close-ended section, the answers provided to the 

open-ended questions were unique. Therefore, the five students’ answers to the open-

ended items were included, numbered from 39 to 43, and also categorized for analysis, 

along with the answers from the 38 complete questionnaires.   

The 13 interviews were semi-structured and followed a 9-question interview 

guide (see Appendix B).  The interviews were meant to provide an in-depth 

understanding of students’ attitudes to the use of MSN Messenger in class. I not only 

looked for evidence for the emergent themes from the 43 close-ended and 2 open-ended 

questionnaire items, but for other emergent themes unique to the interviews themselves. 

Prolonged engagement and persistent observation were conducted in this study. I 

attended every class for the entire semester. I observed students’ behavior in each 

instruction week and during every online discussion. I also read students’ group 

discussion transcripts, and their speech and essay transcripts. These observations and 

engagement provided me a better understanding of the class culture and behaviors. 

Peer debriefing was also employed for the third research question. The discussion 

and feedbacks from my dissertation chair and the doctoral student in the Department of 

Educational Psychology enriched my analysis.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 

This chapter consists of three parts organized by the three research questions. In 

the first part, I report the quantitative results of the first research question in term of 

students’ SCMC production in number of words, lexical richness, lexical density, and 

syntactic complexity, across the semester. Second, I present my qualitative analysis of 

how students transferred their ideas from the online discussion to their subsequent task 

performance. Last, the students’ response to the instruction of using SCMC as a tool for 

class discussions is presented. The three major questions being asked were:  

1. How did the language of EFL students at different English language academic 

achievement levels change in their SCMC discussions across the semester? 

2. What did students transfer from SCMC discussions to the subsequent essay and oral 

tasks they encountered? 

3. What were EFL students’ views of SCMC discourse? Did they believe SCMC to help 

them learn English? Did they feel SCMC helped them prepare for the subsequent 

tasks? 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1 

How did the language of EFL students at different English language academic 
achievement levels change in their SCMC discussions across the semester? 

 

To determine whether these Taiwanese EFL students at different English language 
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achievement levels performed differentially across the six online discussions in terms of 

the four dependent variables, that is, the number of words, lexical richness, lexical density, 

and syntactic complexity, a 3 (Achievement Levels) x 6 (Times of Discussions) two-way 

repeated measure analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used for each dependent variable. 

The students were assigned to three different achievement level groups based on their 

average scores from English language classes in the previous year, or from the second 

semester for the transfer students. The data for the four dependent variables were 

submitted to SPSS software 11.04. Because the six topics were from three chapters and I 

also wondered if students’ language might be influenced by the chapters instead of the six 

discussions, I also conducted a 3 (Achievement Levels) x 3 (Chapters) two-way repeated 

measure ANOVA for each dependent variable, using students’ mean scores across the two 

discussions in each chapter as the data source for the analysis. Unfortunately, across the 

four dependent variables, no main (between-group) effects or interaction (group x 

discussion) effects were found. There was no significant difference among the three level 

groups. However, a discussion effect was found for each dependent variable.  

The inter-rater reliability for the Number of Words was .99; the one for Lexical 

Richness was .98; Lexical Density, .99; and Syntactic Complexity, .82. The following 

report on the results of the four sub-analysis by dependent measures.   

 

The Number of Words: By the end of the semester, are students in different academic 
achievement levels differentiated from each other in terms of the number of words? 

 
As shown in Figure 4.1, the mean of each achievement level group was different 

from the others. When totaled across all six discussions, the means for the low, middle, 
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and high achievement level groups, respectively, were 167.1 (SD = 89.9), 218.4 (SD = 

111.0), and 260.6 (SD = 133.9). The students in the high achievement level group 

produced more words on average than the students in the middle and low achievement 

level groups throughout the six discussions, while the students in the middle achievement 

level group produced more words than those in the low achievement level group. 

However, the differences between groups were not significant (p = .113). In addition, 

there was not a significant interaction effect of group x discussion (p = .849).  

However, for the dependent variable of Number of Words, there was a discussion 

 
Figure 4.1: Means for the Number of Words Produced from the Groups across the 

Discussions 
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effect. The means and standard deviations of the six discussions are displayed in Table 

4.1. This effect was investigated by means of post hoc pairwise Bonferroni-corrected t 

tests indicating six differences in the Number of Words (p < .05): the mean of Discussion  

 
Table 4.1: Means and Standard Deviations of the Six Discussions for the Number of 

Words 
 Mean Standard Deviation 

Discussion 1 195.7 112.9 
Discussion 2 199.4 119.1 
Discussion 3 241.0 123.0 
Discussion 4 207.6 120.0 
Discussion 5 251.3 128.1 
Discussion 6 197.3   98.7 

N = 33 in all discussions 
 

1 was significantly different from the mean of Discussion 5 (p = .023); Discussion 2, 

from Discussion 5 (p = .001); Discussion 3, from Discussion 4 (p = .048); Discussion 3, 

from Discussion 6 (p = .006); Discussion 4, from Discussion 5 (p = .040); and Discussion 

5, from Discussion 6 (p = .004).  

Because there might be a tendency for students to produce more words in the first 

discussion than the second one for each chapter, I analyzed this dependent variable using 

a 3 x 3 repeated measure ANOVA to see if there was an interaction effect between 

achievement level groups and the three chapters. With the 3 x 6 ANOVA, there were no 

between group or interaction effects. However, there was a chapter effect across the three 

chapters. The means for Chapters One, Two, Three were 197.6 (SD = 107.0), 224.3 (SD = 

117.8), and 224.3 (SD = 108.0) respectively, and one significant difference of 26.7 words 

was found between Chapter One and Chapter Three (p < .05). Although the difference 

between the means of Chapter One and Chapter Two was almost the same as the one 
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Figure 4.2: Means for the Number of Words Produced from the Groups across the 

Chapters 

 

between Chapter One and Chapter Three (26.7 and 26.7 respectively), the former 

comparison resulted in a p value of .121 while the latter p value was .034. This result is 

consistent with the result from the analysis of the six discussions, and the two results 

suggest that the topics in the discussions or in the chapters did have an influence on the 

amount of student participation in the online discussions. 

 
 
Lexical Richness: By the end of the semester, are students in different academic 

achievement levels differentiated from each other in terms of lexical richness? 
 

 With lexical richness as the dependent variable, there was a discussion 
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effect in comparing the six discussions. In the 3 x 6 design, the means for the low, middle, 

and high achievement level groups were 87.7 (SD = 35.2), 110.7 (SD = 42.9), and 130.1 

(SD = 52.1) respectively, but not significant (p = .06) (see Figure 4.3). The means and 

standard deviations of the six discussions are displayed in Table 4.2. Also examined by 

means of post hoc pairwise Bonferroni-corrected t tests, the discussion effect showed 

three significant differences (p < .05): the mean of Discussion 1 was significantly 

different from the mean of Discussion 5 (p = .009); Discussion 2 from Discussion 5 (p 

 
Figure 4.3: Means for the Lexical Richness Produced from the Groups across the 

Discussions 
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Table 4.2: Means and Standard Deviations of the Six Discussions for Lexical Richness 
 Mean Standard Deviation 

Discussion 1 100.4 48.3 
Discussion 2 100.9 45.6 
Discussion 3 115.6 48.0 
Discussion 4 112.7 50.8 
Discussion 5 121.0 45.6 
Discussion 6 106.4 40.5 

N = 33 in all discussions 
 
< .001); and Discussion 5 from Discussion 6 (p = .029).  

Using the same rationale as for Number of Words, I analyzed Lexical Richness by 

chapters using a 3 x 3 repeated measure ANOVA. I found no between group (p = .060) or  

 
Figure 4.4: Means for the Lexical Richness Produced from the Groups across the 

Chapters 
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interaction effects. However, consistent with the 3 x 6 design, there was a chapter effect. 

The means for Chapters One, Two, and Three were 100.7 (SD = 44.1), 114.1 (SD = 47.8), 

and 113.7 (SD = 41.2). Two significant differences between the chapters were found, the 

comparison of Chapters One with Two (p = .017) and the comparison between Chapters 

One and Three (p = .002). The ANOVA results from the 3 x 6 and 3 x 3 designs suggest 

that even though there was no between group or interaction effects, the topics in the 

discussions or the chapters did have an influence on the amount of different words that 

students used in the online discussions. 

 
 
Lexical Density: By the end of the semester, are students in different academic 

achievement levels differentiated from each other in terms of lexical density? 
  

In the 3 x 6 design for Lexical Density, I again found a discussion effect (p < .05). 

Figure 4.5 presents the means of each achievement level group across the six discussions. 

Their individual means from low to high achievement level groups were: 103.8 (SD = 

53.9), 136.5 (SD = 68.7), and 160.2 (SD = 81.9) (p = .119).  

The discussion effect for Lexical Density used post hoc pairwise Bonferroni-

corrected t tests. Table 4.3 indicates the means and standard deviations for the six 

discussions. Of the 15 pairwise comparisons, three were significantly different: the mean 

of Discussion 2 was significantly different from the mean of Discussion 5 (p = .037); 

Discussion 2 from Discussion 5(p < .001); and Discussion 5 from Discussion 6 (p = .023).  

 
 
 
 



 90

Figure 4.5: Means for the Lexical Density Produced from the Groups across the 
Discussions 

Table 4.3: Means and Standard Deviations of the Six Discussions for Lexical Density 
 Mean Standard Deviation 

Discussion 1 126.6 72.6 
Discussion 2 120.7 70.1 
Discussion 3 146.5 74.2 
Discussion 4 128.0 73.9 
Discussion 5 153.4 78.6 
Discussion 6 125.8 59.7 

N = 33 in all discussion 
 
 

Following the 3 x 6 design, a 3 x 3 repeated measure ANOVA with the three 

chapters was conducted. Consistent with previous dependent measures, there was a 
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chapter effect between Chapter One and Chapter Three for Lexical Density (mean 

difference = 15.9, p = .033). Means for Chapter One to Three were 123.7 (SD = 66.2), 

137.2 (SD = 71.6), and 139.6 (SD = 66.0). Again, results indicated that the topics of the 

six discussions and the three chapters seemed to influence students’ usage of content 

words in the course of their online discussions. 

 
Figure 4.6: Means for the Lexical Density Produced from the Groups across the Chapters 

 

   
Syntactic Complexity: By the end of the semester, are students in different academic 

achievement levels differentiated from each other in terms of syntactic 
complexity? 
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The results of the statistical analysis for Syntactic Complexity were similar to 

those for the previous three dependent variables (see Figure 4.7) for the means of the 

three groups across the six discussions. The means for the low, middle and high 

achievement level groups, respectively, were .230 (SD = .211), .193 (SD = .086), 

and .214 (SD = .085) (p = .472). As for the previous three dependent variables, a 

discussion effect (p < .05) was found in a 3 x 6 design for Syntactic Complexity. I 

examined the raw scores for Syntactic Complexity that each group produced. Table 4.4 

indicates that although the students in the low achievement level group produced fewer  

 
Figure 4.7: Means for the Syntactic Complexity Produced from the Groups across the 

Discussions 
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independent clauses than those in the middle and high groups, at least 7.56 clauses apart, 

the dependent clauses the students in the low group produced were not very different 

from those produced by the students in the middle and high groups, at most 3.26 clauses 

apart. This result implies that even though the students in the high achievement level 

group produced more clauses (52.73) than those in the middle (43.78) and low (35.57) 

groups, they tended to use proportionally fewer dependent clauses in this conversation-

like discussion setting. The result was that the low-group students seemed to produce on 

average sentences with higher syntactic complexity. 

 
Table 4.4: The Mean Scores of IC and DC from the Three Achievement Level Groups 

  1st Disc 2nd Disc 3rd Disc 4th Disc 5th Disc 6th Disc Mean 
Low IC1 26.18 23.45 29.91 29.73 28.18 26.73 27.36 

 DC2 6.36 7.82 9.45 7.36 11.09 7.18 8.21 
 Ratio3 0.24 0.33 0.32 0.25 0.39 0.27 0.30 
         

Mid IC 36.73 31.73 37.09 33.00 37.55 33.45 34.92 
 DC 6.82 9.73 9.45 7.09 12.00 8.09 8.86 
 Ratio 0.19 0.31 0.25 0.21 0.32 0.24 0.25 
         

High IC 42.27 40.55 43.64 40.64 43.00 37.45 41.26 
 DC 8.18 11.27 14.36 11.82 13.64 9.55 11.47 
 Ratio 0.19 0.28 0.33 0.29 0.32 0.25 0.28 

1. IC = Independent Clauses 
2. DC = Dependent Clauses 
3. Ratio = DC/IC+DC 
 

Like the results for the other dependent variables, a discussion effect was found in 

the course of the analysis for Syntactic Complexity. The means and standard deviations 

for the six discussions are displayed in Table 4.5. With means of post hoc pairwise 
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Bonferroni-corrected t tests, two significant differences were found. The mean of 

Discussion 1 showed a significant difference (p = .014) from the mean of Discussion 3, 

and a significant difference from Discussion 5 (p = .001). 

 
Table 4.5: Means and Standard Deviations of the Six Discussions for Syntactic 
Complexity 

 Mean Standard Deviation 
Discussion 1 .163 .118 
Discussion 2 .220 .101 
Discussion 3 .229 .073 
Discussion 4 .208 .096 
Discussion 5 .252 .092 
Discussion 6 .200 .088 

N = 33 in all discussions 
 
 

Following the same rationale as for the analysis of previous three dependent 

variables, a 3 x 3 repeated measure ANOVA was used to analyze the effect of the three 

groups and the three chapters on syntactic complexity. Corresponding to the 3 x 6 design, 

no significant group or interaction effects were found. Surprisingly, there was no chapter 

effect, either. The means for Chapter One, Two, and Three were .192 (SD = .094), .219 

(SD = .073), and .226 (SD = .072) respectively. In sum, the 3 x 6 and 3 x 3 ANOVAs 

suggest that only the topics in the discussions made a significant difference on students’ 

production of complex sentences in this online discussion setting.  

Whether in the analysis with six discussions or in the one with three chapters, 

there was a discussion effect or a chapter effect. With the effect in mind, an emergent 

question was whether this effect resulted from the independent clauses or the dependent 

clauses. Therefore, two 3 x 6 ANOVAs were conducted, one for independent clauses and 

the other for dependent clauses. 
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Figure 4.8: Means for the Syntactic Complexity Produced from the Groups across the 
Chapters 

 
   

While the result for independent clauses showed no effect at all, there was a 

discussion effect occurring in the analysis for dependent clauses. Even though the three 

achievement level groups produced distinguishable numbers of independent clauses, with 

mean scores across the six discussions of 27.4, 34.9, and 41.3, respectively (see Table 

4.4), there was no group interaction or discussion effect. Very interestingly, with mean 

scores of 8.2, 8.9, and 11.5 from the low, middle, and high groups across the six 

discussions, the analysis of dependent clauses found no group effect but a discussion 

effect (p < .05). Four significant differences were found in the pairwise comparisons: the 
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mean of Discussion 1 was significantly different from Discussion 3 (p= .003); Discussion 

1 from Discussion 5 (p = .001); Discussion 4 from Discussion 5 (p = .015); and 

Discussion 5 from Discussion 6 (p = .008). To sum up, although there was no group 

(main) effect or interaction effect among the three academic achievement level groups, in 

terms of Syntactic Complexity, there was a discussion effect. More specifically, this 

discussion effect mainly derived not from independent clauses that students produced 

across the six discussions but from the number of dependent clauses.  

 
Table 4.6: Means and Standard Deviations of the Six Discussions for Dependent Clauses 

 Mean Standard Deviation 
Discussion 1                     7.1 6.1 
Discussion 2                     9.6 7.0 
Discussion 3                   11.1  6.1 
Discussion 4                     8.8 6.7 
Discussion 5                   12.2 6.7 
Discussion 6                     8.3 5.5 

N = 33 in all discussions 
 

In conclusion, for the first research question, four dependent variables were 

examined and all had a similar result: no group effect, no interaction effect, but a 

discussion or chapter effect. The group effect compared 33 students designated into three 

academic achievement levels according to their average scores gained in language 

courses in the first and second semesters of the previous year. They experienced six 

online discussions on topics derived from three chapters. Their production was analyzed 

through several 3 x 6 repeated measure ANOVAs, and only a discussion effect was found 

for each dependent variable.  Apparently, students’ academic achievement levels did not 

influence their production in the online discussion setting, whether in term of the number 
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of words, lexical richness, lexical density, or syntactic complexity, even though the p 

value for the group effect for lexical richness was very close to being significant. They all 

produced a similar amount of English words, different words, and content words, and 

equally complex sentences. Although no significant between group effect or interaction 

effect were found, the results for each dependent variable demonstrated that students 

performed significantly differently in some discussions than in other discussions. Such a 

result showed that some topics in the six discussions did influence the students to 

participate more in the discussions, as measured by the four dependent variables. They 

seemed to become more “talkative” when topics were exciting and triggered them to 

share their experiences, whereas they became less expressive when they encountered 

boring or unfamiliar topics. As to the three chapters, there was a chapter effect for these 

dependent variables, with only for syntactic complexity having no chapter effect. The 

pairwise comparisons showed that Chapter One the Media was significantly different 

from Chapter Three Work, Unemployment and Welfare, with the later chapter resulting in 

richer and longer discussions. Another interesting finding was that in spite of there being 

no between group or interaction effects, the discussion effect seemed to come mainly 

from dependent clauses for syntactic complexity, not independent clauses.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 2 

What did students transfer what they had learned from SCMC discussions to the 
subsequent essay and oral tasks they encountered?  

 
Huang (1999) found that EFL students transferred the ideas discussed in online 

discussions to their following essay tasks. I found the same phenomenon in this study. 
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Although not every student used ideas from their online discussions in their subsequent 

activities, most of the students, more or less, used their own or borrowed their group 

members’ ideas for their essays or speeches. Data in support of this question are 

presented in two parts. The first is an example of one student, Wanda, consisting of her 

performance in online discussion and her essay. In the second section, I present some 

findings across all students of what they transferred from online discussions to their 

essays and speeches.  

 

Wanda’s Case 

Quite a few students used the ideas generated from online discussions in their 

essays or speeches. They not only used words they had provided themselves or that had 

been used by their group members, but they also used ideas either offered by themselves 

or by other group members. Wanda’s essay as a second subsequent task is presented 

below as a typical example of the kinds of borrowings that students displayed in their 

speeches or essays. The reason I chose Wanda is that she not only used her own ideas, but 

she also borrowed quite a few comments from her group members’ postings in the online 

discussions, in terms of vocabulary, phrases, and opinions. Below, I first present what 

Wanda’s group discussed in the second discussion, and then show the connection between 

the discussion and Wanda’s essay.  

Nine students, including one man, were assigned to Wanda’ group to discuss two 

topics about personal privacy and paparazzi, related to the second half of Chapter One 

The Media. The keyword clusters introduced in the textbook were the press, gossip and 
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the glitterati, suing for libel, and gagging the press. The discussion topics asked students 

to think of what should be published in relation to personal privacy, and required them to 

take other perspectives into consideration, like those of celebrities, the paparazzi, or the 

audience. The online discussion lasted 35 minutes, starting with what students thought 

the media should and should not be allowed to publish. Unlike the first online discussion 

that began late and had one log-in problem for this group, this discussion experienced no 

time or log-in problem. 

The discussion began with a disagreement about whether celebrities should expect 

the media to report on their lives, followed by this issue of the media’s power issue. 

Before the discussion, group leaders needed to invite their group members into each 

chatroom. However, problems often arose as when Wanda’s leader, Donna, invited 

Florence in but Florence actually belonged to a different group and left the chatroom to 

go join her proper group before Donna’s group could begin. After each group member 

had greeted everyone, Donna typed the word “Start” for her group members to begin to 

discuss as soon as I announced because I wanted each group to have the exact same 

amount of time for discussion. Wanda’s group began by deciding which topic to entertain 

first, they discussed whether the media should report on celebrities’ lives, followed by 

giving an example of a famous person who had suffered personal privacy invasion. With 

many ideas presented at the same time, Wanda and Donna began to take sides against 

Laura’s idea. The following examples are the excerpts of the discussion that students 

actually produced, with the number before each student’s posting indicating the order in 

which the message appeared in the discussion.  
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Example 1: Group 1, Discussion 2 Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, Chapter 1 The 
Media 

29.  Laura: i don't think celebrities or famous people should expect the media to find 
out and publish information about thier lives 

30.  Wanda: i think they should expect it. 
32.  Teresa: i agree 
34.  Laura: why? 
35.  Donna: I think that "famous people" should expect the media to discover and 

publish info about their private lives 
37.  Bess: the media have that power 
38.  Katrina: why? 
39.  Katrina: but i don't think so 
40.  Wanda: Donna..i agree with you 
41.  Donna: cuz that's kind of way those celebrities could show themseves. 
42.  Carina: that's my opionion la^^" 
45.  Teresa: sometimes i hate the famous people always use their power 
49.  Nina: I think the media can report the bad sides of the famous people but not the 

private lives 
50.  Wanda: if they don't use those power,they are not famous people any more. 

Nobody will care about them  
51.  Donna: Laura~why do u think so? 
52.  Laura: becasue i think they have their own personal privacy 
58.  Laura: if you are a famous people, i think you wouldn't like publish your life 
59.  Helen: yes..I think media don't have to publish so much information about their 

lives 
 
 

In discussing the first discussion topic, Wanda had not embodied her ideas quickly 

enough to disagree with Laura’s, but Donna spoke for Wanda by saying celebrities should 

expect to be reported on before Wanda continued on to say that celebrities needed people 

or the audience’s care and attention. However, Donna, the leader, did not ignore other 

voices and asked Laura to explain why she thought differently. Laura gave her reasons. 

Next, the group began to discuss the issue from another perspective. Providing her 

opinion from the point of view of press companies, Nina stated: 

 
Example 2: Group 1, Discussion 2 Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, Chapter 1 The 

Media 
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75.  Nina: Publish information about the famous people private lives can make a high 
rating   

81.  Wanda: Nina..i agree with yu 
82.  Donna: Nina--that's right. and that's the point. i agree with that 
83.  Donna: Businessman want earn more money  
84.  Bess: yes 
85.  Laura: yes, i agree 
87.  Carina: so that they use any way that can do 
97.  Donna: about topic 1, i think that media should report some positive things 
98.  Bess: just some  
99.  Laura: maybe "some'' not all 
104.  Nina: Donna- but that is a hard question for the media 
105.  Donna: Nina- people like to see what the famous people do. 
107.  Laura: media always would like find out and publish information about famous 

people lives    
109.  Wanda: it all for high rating   
111.  Donna:  so it makes the media to do that kind of action. 
113.  Teresa: i think the media report the fighting thing too much 
115.  Donna: so maybe the murder is "people"  = = 
116.  Wanda: IS THERE ANYTHING THAT THE MEDIA SHOULD NOT BE 

ALLOWED TO MAKE PUBLIC??????? 
119.  Laura: Wanda--maybe family 
120.  Donna: Wanda-like positive things 
123.  Teresa: i agree with Laura 
124.  Nina: If they don't report the privacy of the famous people , then maybe 

paparazzi will lose their jobs. 
134.  Laura: i think paparazzi shouldn't bother famous people's family 

 
 

The idea of invading celebrities’ lives to make more money came into the 

discussion and made the group think of where to draw the line in terms of 

appropriateness about personal privacy. The discussion also addressed the media 

reporting celebrities’ secrets for a high rating to earn more money because people like to 

read this type of information. This issue impressed Wanda, and she repeated the purpose 

for which the media spread tabloid gossip, even though Nina had stated it earlier already. 

Later, Wanda threw out a question to the group about what aspects of celebrities’ lives 

should not be published, and with Teresa’ agreement, Laura continued to restate her idea 



 102

that celebrities’ family should be protected. This idea was also picked up by Wanda later. 

Following the family issue, the group continued their discussion of the impact of these 

tabloid reports. 

 
Example 3: Group 1, Discussion 2 Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, Chapter 1 The 

Media 
125.  Donna: some media report some bad manners which celebrities do 
128.  Donna: and their fans would mimic those famous people do 
132.  Norma: but it's life of famous people 
134.  Laura: i think paparazzi shouldn't bother famous people's family 
138.  Norma: that's right of some kind, but maybe not the whole 
140.  Donna: those fans would think what they do is very cool, so they want to mimic 
141.  Leo: media always report things people want to watch not things good for 

society = = 
147.  Donna: Laura-u'r right. but the job of paparazzi is to invade the privacy of 

celebrities >< 
151.  Donna: Leo--the media is too overdoing now 
152.  Wanda: if we refuse to watch those negative news, the rating must lower and 

lower.  Will media change their point of view? something like society?? 
158.  Teresa: hey~and i think the sometime the things they reoprt are not really true   
160.  Donna: is hard to say ~_~ 
163.  Bess: maybe the new is not ture 
164.  Donna: Teresa - that's right. sometime i would get confuse 
165.  Helen: yes...they make up it 
166.  Bess: i dont know what is ture what is fake 

 
 

Following their discussion of the high rating issue, the group went on to comment 

on whether tabloids have impact on the society. Owing to the possibility that celebrities’ 

fans might imitate their idols’ misdeeds, Leo implied that the media’s tendency to select 

certain incidents might be deleterious to society. At this point, Wanda agreed with the 

comment by first introducing the idea of news as negative and offering a solution to the 

problem by asking a question about whether circulation of newspapers would go down if 

people stopped reading negative news from the media. Meanwhile, Teresa came up with 
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an idea, adding the idea that what the media reported might not be always true. The group 

then started to reveal that they as audience were often unable to determine if what the 

media reported was true or untrue. Although Wanda did not participate in discussing this 

issue, the truth issue somehow lingered in her mind and occurred in her essay later.  

The second period of the discussion contributed to the background of Wanda’s 

essay. Discussing the first topic for 15 minutes, the group shifted to the second, which 

asked students to recall an instance of violation of personal privacy and to discuss it from 

different perspectives. Wanda quickly responded to Donna’s elaboration of the second 

topic, with the most current showbiz incident—Pon ChaCha’s sex scandal. Mr. Pon 

ChaCha (澎恰恰) was a very famous TV program host. He once hosted more than four 

TV shows per week. However, he turned out to be notorious because the media published 

a recording that had been made of him having sexual intercourse with a somewhat 

famous soup opera actress. He had lost money because the actress, her uncle, and other 

related people asked or blackmailed Mr. Pon for money because the actress’ uncle 

happened to be high up in a Taiwanese mafia ring. This incident of violating personal 

privacy then became shocking news and was followed by a lawsuit later. While thinking 

of giving an example for her group to discuss, Wanda, without hesitation, came up with 

this very frequently broadcast news, and the group accepted the offer.  

 
Example 4: Group 1, Discussion 2 Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, Chapter 1 The 

Media 
176.  Donna: recall an event which is related to the violation of personal privacy.....    
179.  Wanda: Maybe we can discuss 澎恰恰's sex disc    
187.  Nina: that's a good idea Wanda 
188.  Donna: but is that about violation? 
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193.  Wanda: Donna..of course, it really violation of personal privacy!! 
200.  Wanda: IF YOU WERE PON CHA CHA, WILL YOU PAY THE MONEY??    
202.  Leo: NO 
208.  Donna: Wanda- I..... I won't record the action of myself     
211.  Leo: coz I don't have that much money= =" 
216.  Teresa: oh~the thing let me feel so ugly!!!!! 
219.  Donna: if pon cha cha doesn't record the action of himself. There won't be so 

many negative things appeared    
220.  Teresa: mabye 
229.  Nina: Pon cha cha record by himself or the woman record it?    
235.  Laura: Donna-pon chacha  sex disc, i think the media should in charge a little    
236.  Leo: if he don't pay that much money he won't be so down 
237.  Donna: and i guess the woman stole it 
238.  Wanda: I think if pon cha cha doesn't make love with so many girl, everything 

will not happen 
241.  Teresa: or i think mabye the woman want to be famous!! 
248.  Wanda: it all bout money 
250.  Donna: money makes ghosts.... (forget) 
251.  Nina: celerity's privacy = money 
254.  Teresa: people know the pon chacha ~so the media report him very crazy 
255.  Laura: i think the media reported too much    

 
 

With the group’s acceptance of sex disc event as a topic, Wanda, continued to 

raise a conditional question. Pretending to be Mr. Pon, participants started to give their 

individual reasons for whether they would have paid the blackmail money. Most 

members said no at once, and Donna, expanding the conversation, implied that Mr. Pon’s 

recording of his own sexual intercourse was so stupid that other people used it to 

blackmail him and that eventually the whole event was out and left people a negative 

impression of him because of the massive media attention on TV. Then, Wanda 

commented that Mr. Pon was responsible for his own bad fortune, while Teresa came up 

with another perspective that the actress set him up to herself gain fame. This idea led the 

group to a further discussion about the issue of money versus reputation. This further 

discussion gave Wanda another impression about what women can do. 
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The next part of the discussion started with Donna’s question, asking for other 

group members’ response to the idea if they had been Mr. Pon’s relatives. Starting with 

Helen’s response, most of them said they would have felt bad or even ashamed or 

embarrassed, like Nina. Then Nina responded by introducing an interesting question. 

 
Example 5: Group 1, Discussion 2 Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, Chapter 1 The 

Media 
261. Donna: everybody--- there is a question 
263. Donna: if u were one of the people involved in the event, or you're their relatives, 

how do u think so?   
266.  Helen: i feel bad 
270.  Donna: only bad emotion? 
271.  Nina: I will feel embarrassed 
272.  Teresa: i think the media report him too much~let us can't understand the thing  
274.  Norma: as my point of view, the woman wants his money, as her relatives, i will 

attack ponchacha to show that we are weak  
278.  Teresa: because there are so many coments 
281.  Norma: but, in fact, i know everything, even i plan it to happen. 
284.  Norma: i will go and say thank you 
286.  Donna: Norma-explain@@ 
295.  Norma: if i am one of the relatives of the woman, i will go and say thank you 
301.  Teresa: because the mr.pon let the woman make money and be a famous people? 
305.  Norma: cause,  in fact, i know everything, even i plan it to happen. i just want 

his money.  
309.  Donna: maxine- soga 
317.  Nina: Why the woman want the money instead of her reputation?   
318.  Wanda: yes..that's the world we live in 
319.  Leo: He can make girl famous??  that's a news to me..ah 
320.  Norma: that's possible, Nina 
321.  Donna: i'm afraid of this ugly world, sometimes 
324.  Laura: Nina- i think money is more important than her reputation   
325.  Norma: people could die for money, what you won't sacrifise to earn more?  
333.  Norma: i think famous is not her goal, but money 
336.  Nina: but the woman is famous on an ugly way 
341.  Teresa: she does't care about anything   
345.  Teresa: she just want money!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!   
346.  Norma: good point 
350.  Donna: so maybe that's why she doesn't care about her reputation.  
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Although shocking to Nina that the actress might be more interested in Mr. Pon’s 

money than in her own reputation, Wanda seemed not surprised but believed that this sort 

of situation might happen often and that women sometimes would do such harmful things 

for their own benefits. More interestingly, Norma even theorized why the actress might 

have wanted to reveal such a scandal. With other group members’ similar comments to 

Nina, Wanda even continued to predict that the actress would gain more fame due to the 

event, while other group members provided other possibilities.   

As the essay task required, Wanda chose to pretend to be a star and tried to 

elaborate how she felt about violation of personal privacy. During the first half of the 

online discussion, the group had discussed from their point of view celebrities’ attitudes 

toward the media, the relationship between celebrities and the media, the connection 

between celebrities’ private lives and the media’s circulation, the impact of these types of 

reports on the society, and the questionable truthfulness of the reports. Then, the 

discussion had turned to a particular real incident about personal privacy violation. These 

issues seemed to very much influence Wanda’s thoughts as she wrote her essay. She 

chose to pretend to be Mr. Pon, remonstrating against the unbearable reports about her 

and saying she would sue for libel over the media reporting untruths. The following 

example was the exact essay that Wanda wrote for the writing task. 

 
Example 6: Wanda’s Essay for the Second Discussion (247 words)  

How my feel about media violation of my personal privacy if 
I were famous people? 

According to Cha-Cha Pon’s sexual disc is published by media. I would like 
to talk about this event. If I were Cha-Cha Pon, I will feel shame on me and get 
melancholia. And then I will feel angry about the breach of privacy. How can the 
popular or gutter press report my privacy life without paying any responsibility? 
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And even they run this article as the leading article. That is really a libel on my 
character. Not only popular or gutter press but also news and electronic media are 
concentrated report my scandal. They only care about their high ratings or high 
circulation. They don’t care about my felling. I can’t endure these intrusive reporting 
techniques. There are many doorstepping waiting outside my house in order to 
record my every word or action. That makes me get angry and disconsolate easily. 

However, now I want to sue for libel. I want sue those people who reports 
untrue news and someone who publishes my private disc. Those untrue reports 
not only damage my reputation and my spirit but also hurt my family. They also 
make negative effect to society. Due to this result, I would like to request damages. 
Although I’m going to sue for libel, my soul gets hurt and never covers anymore. I 
hope this event can give a lesson to society. Don’t trust woman and give them 
your money anymore. 

 

Wanda seemed to have incorporated quite a few ideas from the group discussion 

into her essay whether in words, phrases, or ideas. In 70 minutes, she completed an essay 

that met the requirement of 200-250 words. Giving the reason of picking the event of Mr. 

Pon ChaCha’s sexual disc as the theme of her essay, Wanda used her own ideas from the 

discussion, pretending to be Mr. Pon and began to state her inner feelings about the sex 

disc event. Wanda adopted Nina’s idea of feeling embarrassed but used a different word, 

shame, instead. Then continuing to show her anger that the press had overly reported this 

incident, she borrowed from Laura the idea that “the media should in charge a little,” but 

addressed it in a different way by saying that the media should pay the responsibility for 

invading her privacy because they, including the “gutter” press and electronic media, had 

presented this incident as headline news and hyped the scandal overly. Wanda 

complained that the media’s vicious behavior and their paramount need for increased 

circulation, using the concept of care from her own and Nina’s idea about high ratings. 

Employing the word from the discussion first introduced by herself, Wanda continued to 

bemoan against the injustice for Mr. Pon of the reporters’ intrusive reporting techniques, 
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such as doorstepping, to record his private life. This intensive reporting not only made 

her angry but also easily disconsolate, similar to the word sad, first mentioned by Helen.  

 Due to the violation of personal privacy, Wanda as Mr. Pon stated that she would 

take some legal actions. She wanted to sue the media for broadcasting “untrue” reports, 

an idea perhaps triggered by Teresa’s use of true. In addition, while the word report was 

used as a verb, first introduced by Nina and later used by many other group members in 

the discussion, Wanda employed it as a noun as well as a verb in her essay. Continuing 

the thought of being harmed from the media’s untrue reports, Wanda complained about 

the damage to Mr. Pon’s personal reputation as well as hurt to his family. Having been 

discussing women’s integrity in the group discussion, initiated by Nina, the term 

reputation was borrowed by Wanda to describe Mr. Pon’s damaged one. Similarly, the 

concept of family was used in Wanda’ essay, perhaps originating from Laura when Wanda 

had asked in the discussion which aspects of celebrities’ life shouldn’t be allowed to be 

published. In addition, the media’s behavior of caring about nothing but high circulation 

was then criticized by Wanda. She even expressed that such a behavior was a bad 

influence on the society in general, first introduced by herself, by describing its effect as 

negative, something she also had said herself. Following the idea of suing for libel, 

Wanda expected that the society could learn something from Mr. Pon’s sex scandal. 

Wanda advised her readers not to be misled by women’s appearance at the end of her 

essay. Because most of her group members agreed with Norma’s idea that the reason that 

the actress allowed the scandal to happen was that she was after Mr. Pon’s money, Wanda, 

still in his defense, exhorted her readers not to trust women or give them money, although 
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she herself was also a woman. She not only took the idea that women could do devious 

things by choosing money over their reputation, but also warned her readers to beware of 

women.  

Compared with Wanda assigned to the essay task and allowed to use the online 

dictionary, Teresa was assigned to the speech task. She also used ideas from their 

previous group discussion. Giving a speech for two to two and half minutes, she also 

used Wanda’s idea in her speech even though the speech task was a very challenging task 

for her. While answering what kinds of responsibility the media should take on the issue 

of personal privacy, Teresa picked another notorious person of the moment, Ka-Shihai, as 

the example with which to address her ideas. Because she still had time left, she 

continued to give another example which had been discussed in her previous discussion, 

Mr. Pon Chacha, to restate her idea about the media being too vigorous in their report of 

the incident and so obscure that she could not understand its truth (her own idea). 

Although she did not make Mr. Pon Chacha’s incident the main theme of her speech, 

maybe because she felt that the incident had been discussed widely or many speakers 

before her had talked about it extensively, Teresa nevertheless mentioned Mr. Pon’s 

incident when she felt that she had run out of ideas about her original choice Ka-Shihai. 

Because she was confused about the truth of the event, she pointed out the lack of clarity 

about the entire event. Although not true of every student, most students did use the ideas 

from online discussions into their subsequent tasks. The following was Teresa’s speech 

after her second online discussion. Example 7 was the entire speech that Teresa gave for 

the second discussion. 
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Example 7: Teresa’s Speech for the Second Discussion  
Good morning, everyone. I am Teresa. Today I am talk about the topic three. And I 
think the responsibility of the media. For example, I think the Ka-Shihai—he keeps 
many dogs in his house, and I think the house, the dogs in those house and Ka-shihai 
makes the house, he let the house become very dirty and so… there are many people 
live near the house. I think Ka-shihai let the house become very, let those people 
become… they become… because Ka-shihai let the dogs live in those house so 
those houses become very dirty. So I think the media should report those kinds of 
things. And I think… Another example, I think the media can not report the Pon-
chacha because I think Pon-chacha… I think they… the media let us can not 
understand Pon-chacha this kind of thing very clearly. 

  

In sum, the ideas initiated in online discussions could possibly be transferred into 

learners’ subsequent performance, whether the concept was presented in the same pattern 

or in different words or parts of speech. Wanda’s essay was a great example. She not only 

used her own ideas or words that she had contributed to the online discussion, but also 

borrowed her group members’ ideas and words to enrich her essay. As mentioned above, 

though the usages of the words she borrowed were often exactly the same as the ones she 

used in her essay, she might not always follow this patter. For example, Wanda used the 

word report as a verb, just like her group members, but she also used it as a noun in 

“Those untrue reports no only damage my reputation and …” More interestingly, some 

ideas in the online discussion might be picked up, developed, and concluded in 

subsequent tasks. While Wanda’s group was discussing how they would feel if they were 

the relatives of any of the characters in the incident, they reached the consensus that the 

actress esteemed money rather than her reputation. Wanda seemed to construct the idea 

that women could be as mean as the actress and later presented this impression while 

writing her essay and came up with the idea of warning her readers not to trust women. In 
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fact, Wanda was not the only student who transferred the ideas from the online 

discussions into a subsequent task. Almost every student transferred some or many ideas 

into his or her essays, like Wanda, or speeches, like Teresa. In the following section, I 

demonstrate what kinds of ideas these students transferred into their individual 

performances. 

 

Ideas Transferred in Three Dimensions 

The ideas that these students transferred from their online discussions into their 

subsequent tasks could be presented in terms of three dimensions: origins, levels, and 

individuals. The ideas transferred from different origins were simply classified as being 

borrowed from the textbook, the handouts, and the discussions, while transfer of the ideas 

at different levels categorized in terms of amount of text borrowed: at the vocabulary, 

phrase, and opinion levels. As for how ideas were linked to particular individual users, 

the users were categorized as those who initiated an idea, participated in a discussion of 

the ideas, or borrowed the ideas: initiators, discussants, and borrowers. The discussants 

referred to the participants who also used the ideas in the discussion that had been 

introduced by the initiators, whereas the borrowers were those who did not join the 

discussion of ideas, but later used these ideas in their works. Interestingly, these three 

dimensions did not conflict with one another, but were intertwined together. For example, 

an idea could be originally from the textbook and borrowed at the vocabulary level, and 

could be later used by someone who initiated the idea during the discussion. Another idea 

could have been originally generated within the discussion itself, and later used by 



 112

someone who did not discuss it at all during the discussion but who now represented it at 

the opinion level. Therefore, I present these ideas successively in the following sections.  

 

Ideas from Different Origins: The Textbook 

One of the most important instructional goals for this course was to teach students 

key words commonly used in the media as well as encourage them to use these words in 

their production. Among the 42 group online discussions, there was a myriad of the 

examples in which students used the key words in their speeches or essays. As a result of 

the grading criteria that the instructor mentioned in class, the students perceived that they 

were required to use these key words in their speeches and essays, and that the more they 

included key words in their task performance, the higher the grades they would get. 

Noting this in mind, one of the best examples that I found to show ideas transferred from 

the textbook, was the discussion of Group 4, Discussion 3. 

The focus for the third discussion was election candidates, related to the first part 

of Chapter 2 Politics. The key word categories from the textbook taught for this 

discussion were the campaign platform, whistlestop tours and spin doctors, the sleaze 

factor, polls and pollsters, trailing or riding high, and casting your ballot. The topics for 

this discussion asked students to discuss what an ideal candidate could be in their opinion 

and what the candidate should and should not do, as well as to share their personal 

opinions about using poll surveys during an election and the purpose for which 

candidates use it. Just as I had expected, when discussing politics, the class was full of 

noises and whispers, even during the instruction period. These students responded 
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actively in class especially when the election period of city- and county-congressmen was 

approaching. However, unlike the previous two online discussions filled with sudden 

giggles, the atmosphere during this discussion seemed unusually quite because there was 

no laughter, no whispering at all, but some sighs of depression. When I asked them the 

reason, students told me that they were very dissatisfied with the current government and 

the political chaos, and this attitude affected their mood as they discussed. 

Under the category the sleaze factor, students learned key words like mudslinging, 

smear campaign, vilification, and Teflon coating. In Group 4, when discussing which 

traits a good candidate would show, Tiffany, the initiator, started to use the key word 

vilification as other group members contributed other behaviors a good candidate would 

be unlikely to show. Teresa, a discussant, continued to show her negative emotion about 

vilification, while Laura, also a discussant, presented a similar expression and then stated 

that it was a favorite behavior of current Taiwanese candidates. Zoe, another discussant, 

mentioned that vilification could earn people’s attention, and emphasized that it was 

common in a political environment. Finally, though not knowing the spelling of the verb 

form of vilification, Florence, a discussant too, claimed that she would not vote for a 

candidate who vilified his or her opponents.  

 
Example 8: Group 4, Discussion 3 Ideal Candidate& Opinion Survey, Chapter 1 

Politics 
17.  Tiffany: I think a good candidate shouldnt have vilification 
21.  Florence: He/ She shouldn't muckraking other candidates 
22.  Fanny: a good candidate should be loyal to our country 
23.  Teresa: i hate candidate do vilification thing 
25.  Laura: i think a candidate do vilification is worst 
28.  Barbara: and the candidate must do their platform 
29.  Teresa: but i think they always do that in taiwan 
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31.  Laura: but candidates in taiwan like to do vilification  
35.  Gill: maybe ,, i am not sure 
36.  Zoe: but vilification is a way to get people's attention 
40.  Tiffany: he or she just try to make sure what public need not just want to corrupt 

or muckrake other candidates 
42.  Zoe: although 
43.  Florence: He/ She should do what they promise us    i mean their platforms 
44.  Fanny: they should not bribe us in order to win the election 
45.  Gill: he can do something eles to get people's attention 
46.  Teresa: people always just wanna take their benift~so they don't care about 

anymore 
47.  Laura: but i think that is wosrt, and people sometime will get bad expression for 

candidate... 
48.  Zoe: you may be attacked from others but this is the condition in the policy 
50.  Zoe: but this is the condition in the policy 
54.  Tiffany: maybe they could make their perfect platforms to attract our attention 
57.  Teresa: Tiffany~i agree with u  
58.  Florence: i won't vote him/her if him/her vilifcatesother candidates 
62.  Barbara: but, usually, when the campaigning coming, their will do the best 

behivor the people.   
 

Following this vigorous discussion about candidates who vilify opponents, two 

participants used the key word vilification in their task performance. For example, 

Tiffany drew a topic asking her to tell the audience how she thought a good candidate 

should look like. With Barbara’s and her own ideas in mind, she portrayed that good 

candidates, on the one hand, should make up a good platform and pay attention to 

people’s need, and, on the other hand, they should not vilify their opponents in that 

vilification would unsettle the peace. Interestingly, Tiffany did not look up the verb form 

of the word vilification (vilify), but used the wrong form (vilificate) that Florence had 

used in the discussion. Florence for her part used the correct form in her essay when she 

chose to write about the same topic.  
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Example 9: Tiffany’s Speech for the Third Discussion  
Ok, today my topic is to talk about a good candidate. I think a good candidate should 
make a good platform, and understand what people need actually. And they can not 
just vilificate other candidates and make them show off, to just want to attract 
voters’ attention. That is not the publics want. And vilification just makes the 
election to be more tumultuous. I think a good candidate should be responsible and 
honest. Basically, they shouldn’t do any advertisement because sometimes when 
they put too many flags on the street, that will make our city to be ugly and not 
whole consistent because that will be too noisy, not like being to be advertisement is 
ok. They couldn’t judge other candidates on the TV and to make a show. Usually 
candidates just care about they could be elected or not. They always overlook the 
voters’ opinions, and they can not buy votes to get elected, to get power and money. 
They, actually they should do is to make sure what people need and to profit 
statement and they can be to present and forgot what their promise is. That’s all.  

 
 

Example 10: Florence’s Essay for the Third Discussion (251 words) 
An ideal cadidate 

 Along with the election’s coming, many didates begin to broadcast themselves. 
Such like walking in crowd and glad-handing, having adver trunks, etc. They state 
their good education background, what they are good at and what they can do for the 
people. But some candidates vilify their opponents or try to find the scandals of the 
other cadidates for getting more votes. Are those behaviors advantageous to them? 
 A good candidates shouldn’t attack the other candidates in order to be election. 
It’s immoral and a kind of despicable act. Just put yourself in a citizen’s shoes, will 
you vote an elector whose behaviors are dishonorable? His/Her mind is not proper 
exactly and do you believe he/she can have contributions for civilians? If this kind 
of person is elected, he/she must be a selfish man. The reason he/she being a 
politician is for the money or the high position in society. He/She won’t carry out 
his/her platforms. Why do we have such kind of poliician? 
 However, we need candidates who can really do something for us He/She must be 
an enthusiastic person and would like to know our thoughts. The most important 
thing is he/she has the ablility to accomplish what he/her promises us. 
 Being a candidates is easy but diffcult to be a politician. Being an ideal politician 
is much harder. Nevertheless, if someone who wants to be a politician for a long 
time, decent, sincere, and really want to devote himself/herself to the people are the 
important conditions. 

 
 
Ideas from Different Origins: The Handout 

The students not only transferred words from the textbook in their subsequent 

tasks, but also words that had been used in the class handout. The title of the fifth 
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discussion was about sexual harassment at work and unemployment, which was related to 

the first part of Chapter 3 Work, Unemployment and Welfare. The key word groups 

included ways of working, benefits and headhunters, discrimination at work, getting the 

sack, redundancy, redundancy pay, and jobless and on the dole. The focus of the 

discussion was sexual harassment and unemployment. The first discussion topic was 

about a statement from the movie Disclosure, and stated that sexual harassment was not 

so much about sex, but about power. The other topic was: 

 
The reasons causing a high rate of unemployment are varied. Overstaffing and 
the need to downsize are among them. This phenomenon usually leads to social 
disorder. It does not only slow down the development of economics, but also 
brings crimes or riots. Without doubt, the government has to take actions to 
decrease the ascending rate of unemployment in order to maintain the public 
order, such as providing dole to jobless people. Here comes our discussion topic. 
Do you think this dole is necessary? Why or why not? Is there are other action 
the government can take? 

 

Students were asked to exchange their ideas about actions the government could take to 

decrease the ascending rate of unemployment. The word ascending was picked up from 

the second discussion topic, brought to the online discussion, and then transferred to later 

work, as was shown in Kristin’s speech and Diana’s essay, dealing with the ascending 

unemployment rate. While doing their individual tasks, Kristin and Diana both accepted 

Frank’s view that unemployed people could join programs that the government provided 

for them to learn more skills in order to get a suitable or better job in the future. 

Interestingly, though this group did not discuss online the connection between 

government and companies, and about resources given to jobless people, both of them 

had similar ideas in their subsequent work. Kristin proposed that the government should 
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provide financial aid to help companies keep their employees and stop the ascending rate 

of unemployment, while Jean complained about the ineffectiveness of the policies that 

the government made to reduce the unemployment rate and the inappropriateness of the 

government giving the jobless individual welfare because such practice was only a 

temporary solution..  

 
Example 11: Kristin’s Speech for the Fifth Discussion  
Good morning, everyone. I want to talk about the topic three-A, the high 
unemployment for the ascending rate of unemployment. In my opinion, I think there 
are two ways to help this unemployment. The first one is the government should 
provide some training programs, such as they can these people to develop another 
skills, professional skills because these people, they might be old and they have only 
one skill before in their previous company. If this skill is not useful or not very 
needed by the society, then I think they should provide some, they should develop 
some other professional skills to find another new job. The second one is, I think, 
the government should help business to … how to say that… should give money aid 
to the business, to the enterprise because some enterprise, some business, would fire 
some people because they don’t have enough money to pay the employees. So, if the 
government could give some money aids to some enterprise, and I think the 
company would have the ability to give the employees the money. So, I think there 
are two ways to help the ascending rate of unemployment. The first one is to have 
the training programs, and the second one is to have business… to have money aids 
to business. That’s my opinion. Thank you. 

  
Example 12: Jean’s Essay for the Fifth Discussion (151 words) 

Unemployment Problems and Unemployment Policies 
     From ago to now, unemployment problems always confound our government. 
As a result of the bad international economic, the unemployment rate often breaks 
new high records. Government thinks up many policies for the ascending 
unemployment rate. But, the policies are often either ineffective or reduced 
unemployment rate in a short period.  
     For example, the dole policy. I think that providing dole to jobless people is 
necessary. But, it’s not a good policy for a long time. Because of the dole, that was 
paid from the government income. The government income is from tax we paid. We, 
taxpayer, hope our tax is used on the country building, don’t we? So, the dole is to 
effect a temporary solution to the problem, not to effect a permanent cure to the 
problem. 
     I think the best manner is that let jobless people train the professional skills for 
the jobs. 
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It is possible that students used the words from the textbook or the handouts 

because they were expected to do so. Owing to the fact that the task topics were close to 

the discussion topics, students like Tiffany, Florence, Kristin, and Diana were likely to 

use words, like vilification, or perhaps had no other alternatives to substitute for such 

words as ascending when they drew or chose to give a speech or write an essay about 

relevant task topics. These students did not merely use words from the textbook and 

handouts in their online discussions, but also carried them into their speeches and essays.  

 

Ideas from Different Origins: The Online Discussions 

Likewise, the ideas that students represented in their works were very likely to 

come from what they had discussed in the previous class activity, the online discussion. 

Some ideas were generated solely from their discussions, not from the textbook or 

handouts. In truth, I had a great many examples that fell under this category. To take 

Group 1 in Discussion 3 as an example, students were quite opinionated when they first 

discussed issues of politics, especially about the election process.  

As mentioned in the section Ideas from Different Origins: The textbook, the focus 

for the third discussion was election candidates. The discussion topics asked students for 

their opinions about their ideal candidate and their individual impression about opinion 

surveys during an election. With Vincent’s launch about a behavior that good candidates 

should not do, the group were quickly engaged. In the discussion excerpt below, it is not 

hard to see that most of the students had a negative feeling about politics or, more 

specifically, politicians. When Denise directly asked her group members about their 
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definition of a good candidate, Vincent immediately pointed out the idea of being honest 

even though he felt that voters elected their candidates much like picking an apple from a 

basket full of rotten apples. When Denise continued to ask about the standard of being a 

good candidate, Fonda repeated Vincent’s idea about being honest and then gave another 

idea. 

 
Example 13: Group 1, Discussion 3 Ideal Candidate & Opinion Survey, Chapter 2 

Politics 
07.  Vincent: I think a good candidate should not use cynical electioneering. 
14.  Diana: what is cynical electioneering anyway 
22.  Vincent: eynical electioneering = 詆毀式的競選方法 
26.  Diana: but everybody do it 
27.  Heather: do what? 
28.  Vincent: blaming opponent 
34.  Denise: I don't like watching politic news 
36.  Vincent: somebody say Politic is just like underwear....smell terrible and dirty 
39.  Diana: i think a good candidate should stay low  
46.  Diana: so that is why no good candidate ever win the election  
49.  Denise: how do you define a "good candidate" 
52.  Vincent: A good candidate should pretend he/she is very honest....then he/ she 

can get vote 
53.  Fonda: but, i don't think we still has good cadidate... 
54.  Wanda: i think a good candidate should realize his political views and statement. 
58.  Vincent: The election is picking some bad apple in lots of worst apple 
59.  Denise: we won't have any comments today cause, we had no good sample ever 
61.  Rebecca: i dont' really know how to distinguish which one isgood 
62.  Denise: how to define the stander? 
64.  Heather: A good candidate should make citizen realize what he will do 
66.  Fonda: and be honest.. 
67.  Diana: i just expect them to act like a good man , i didnt' expect them actually 

are , i just expect at least they didn't make noise and disturb the peace 
68.  Heather: Don't attrack other candidate 
71.  Fonda: also, implement what he/ she promised 

 

Even though Rebecca and Wanda were neither initiator nor discussant of the idea 

of being honest, both of them did borrow the idea into their speech and essay respectively. 
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Maybe because of the similarity of the task topic they got or chose, Rebecca defined her 

ideal candidate as someone who does not lie and bribe but who is honest, whereas Wanda 

used the term in another context noting that she did not expect candidates to be honest but 

to make less noise or disturb peace, the idea of which was transferred from Diana’s 

comment. 

 
Example 14: Rebecca’s Speech for the Third Discussion  
Good morning, everyone. My topic is the first one. I think the ideal candidate should 
be honest. He can’t lie to the other, the voters and keep the promises if they are 
elected. They have to circle voters… they can’t bribe voters in order to win the 
election. But I don’t really think there’s any candidate can be ideal because they 
often lie to voters and don’t do many things for people. They only want to earn more 
money.  
 
Example 15: Wanda’s Essay for the Second Discussion (287 words) 

What does an ideal candidate look like? 
There are many election in Taiwan. Every candidate tries many tricks to win 

the election. Some are cynical, but some are hypocritical. Now I would like to talk 
about what does an ideal candidate look like. First of all, don’t use cynical 
electioneering in campaigning. Then don’t buy votes. I think this one is a very 
common trick in campaign. The third one is drinking. Don’t drink with businessman 
or gangster in the special place. Some candidates use our tax to drink or gamble. 
Then do some useful things for people. After that is stop fighting with opponent. I 
think this one is most ridiculous thing. Those candidate seem don’t care about their 
image and they often do some gaffe behavior on television. There are many foreign 
politicians fight with each other right now. Maybe they are influenced by politicians 
in Taiwan. The fifth one is to bring up some useful politic views and achieve their 
promise. I think this one is the most difficult thing to the candidates. If they win the 
election, they seem forget all the politic views that they said before. Finally, use our 
tax in the right way. Many candidate use our tax to bribe the media to report the 
finding of a high poll survey. And the finding often is a fake one. And they also 
bribe the media to muckrake their opponent. This smear campaign is really sleaze. 

In my opinion, the election is picking some bad apple in lots of worst apple. I 
don’t expect the candidates are honest or good men. I just expect they don’t make 
noise and disturb the peace. Anyway, an ideal candidate is only exist in thinking. 

 

In sum, in addition to using words from their textbook, the handouts, or in the 
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discussions themselves, students often carried these words or ideas into their later essays 

or speeches. As evidenced by students’ task performance, students transferred ideas from 

their own comments as well as from their group members’. They sometimes participated 

in the discussion using the same words but sometimes not. Even if they did not join 

actively contribute to the online discussion, it did not mean that they did not read the 

discussion and would not use the words or ideas. I demonstrate this complex situation by 

next dividing students’ ideas in the discussions into three levels according to the amount 

of text transferred: vocabulary level, phrase level, and opinion level. 

 

Ideas at Different Levels: Vocabulary-Level 

Transfer at this level referred to situation when one specific word was brought to 

students’ attention in the discussions and later used in their works. The word might be a 

keyword from the textbook, mentioned in the handouts, or newly introduced by one 

student in the discussion. Once introduced, the word developed a certain level of 

influence across the discussion. For example, the word insult in Group 3 in the fourth 

discussion, relevant to the second part of Chapter 2 Politics, became important in the 

discussion of the topic Election and Rioting. The keyword categories covered for this 

discussion were electoral fraud; election results; honeymoons, lame ducks and the 

political wilderness; toppling governments; unrest; and rioting and looting. Students were 

expected to share their knowledge about dirty tricks sometimes used in a presidential 

election as well as to exchange their comments on the 18-day riot in Paris, France and 

what they would do if the same situation took place in Taiwan. Perhaps because political 
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issues are very interesting to Taiwanese, the students seemed to feel excited to share their 

opinions about dirty tricks in elections, especially those in the latest presidential election. 

Denise first introduced the word insult used as a noun, by saying “Well, like some insult” 

to give Tracy an example of what Denise meant by invisible tricks. The word then was 

picked up by Denise again a few minutes later using it as a verb after Tweety asked her 

direct question about what tricks a candidate would do. This time Florence and Tweety, 

the discussants, also used the word insult in their individual expressions. 

 
Example 16: Group 3, Discussion 4 Election & Rioting, Chapter 2 Politics 
113.  Umma: If you want to do something, you need the power, so must win the 

election, even though this trick is a fraud 
115.  Tweety: you said what tricks the candidate will do  
117.  Tweety: I say ~ to attend the show on TV] 
118.  Nancy: power is necessary?? 
120.  Tracy: Umma, do something for themselves??  
121.  Denise: insult other candidates is a common way. 
122.  Tracy: or for people? 
124.  Fanny: place ad. on newspaper 
125.  Umma: just example, Tracy 
126.  Denise: yeah, power is necessary for SOME people. 
127.  Florence: uh     i don't like the candidates who insult the oppenents 
128.  Denise: we can be usual, they want to be unsual!! 
129.  Fanny: yes.... 
130.  Florence: i will never vote them 
132.  Rebecca: yes...me too 
133.  Nancy: if you win the electioon, you must argue with people every day 
134.  Rebecca: i don't like it... 
135.  Tracy: they usually attack others.....it's so dirty.. 
136.  Nancy: that is so boring and tired 
138.  Tweety: I think why they like to insult others candidates because they have 

nothing to do ~  
 

The word insult later appeared in Tweety’s speech and Denise’ essay. Although 

Tweety was not the initiator of using the word insult in the discussion, she used it as a 
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noun as well as a verb, just like Denise did in the discussion (see Example 16). Within 

two and half minutes, she proposed that a presidential candidate should set himself or 

herself as a model not to trick people by insulting his or her opponents and learn to ignore 

insults to him or her. Meanwhile, composing a very long essay, Denise portrayed what 

her excellent future president would look like. To her, a good presidential candidate 

should be a good actor, always with a smile even when insulted, and should be eloquent 

to protect himself or herself from opponent insults.  

 
Example 17: Tweety’s Speech for the Fourth Discussion  
My topic is number two. What characteristics do you think a president candidate 
should possess? I think the candidate should be as quiet as he can and ignore other 
insult and do what he said to people before. He should be responsible and I think 
nowadays candidates regard as insult others to be a necessary thing because I don’t 
know who is the first guy to insult somebody to raise the elect competition. But I 
think even a president use that trick before. I think that is a really bad model to other 
candidates because… if a president do that trick, his staff follows her trick and that 
will influence the whole circumstances. And the president wallow in the mire with 
somebody. I think the president is a servant to serve for people so he should comfort 
people… That’s it…. A servant must be wise to serve to what people want. 

 
 
Example 18: Denise’s Essay for the Fourth Discussion (369 words) 

My Excellent Future President 
     Imagination and the reality is totally different since imagination can only exist 
in brains and dreams but hardly to come true. On the contrary reality presents a true 
and graphic world. Reality shows how crucial the human beings are, and how 
practical the world is. People alive with the reason of self and profit to realize the 
Utopia is absolutely impossible since Marxism proved us the aspect. Even though 
there are still many “thoughtable” people trying to contribute themselves to the 
society within the ideal-to make a beautiful world, I would like to state what a 
“dream” leader should be in the following paragraphs. 
        An excellent president candidate should be eloquent, so that he/she can protect 
him/herself while other candidate insulting them. Also, a good president candidates 
should have a perfect staff member to help him/her on the election; such as figuring 
out the rallies, how to attack the opponents and how to react while discredicting by 
others. A “liked” president candidate should possesses a bearing manner; even when 
the oponant insulting or scolding at him/her on the face, he/she can still remain the 
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smile and say no problem. A good president candidate should possesses with guts at 
the same time. The oponants will definitely find out the scandles the candidate have 
done before. The candidate should figure out few answers while facing the 
attacktion. Beside, the candidate’s family is also playing an essential role in the 
game especially the wife. The wife should show her love to her candidate husband, 
even she know the love affair of the husband, she can never, ever hate him or talk 
about divorce because a candidate should be the model of the people, he must 
definitely innocent repentant to the errors. A good candidate should be a great actor 
meanwhile. He has to possess with the personality of impressible lachrymore and 
full of sympathy to poor. 
     Like I mentioned above, an imagination of a wonderful world would never 
come true thought chasing an Utopia is a hope of the world. I’m not hoping to have 
an excellent government or officers, but I indeed hope those governors can do many 
things good for the people. 

 

Such transfer examples at the vocabulary level were numerous in students’ work. 

In Table 4.7, I provide a few examples from the group discussions in the second online 

discussion of Personal Privacy & Paparazzi, simply for the reason that I have introduced 

the topics of this discussion already in Wanda’s case. In fact, there were many examples 

like this in each online discussion. These examples of vocabulary-level transfer could be 

generated from the textbook, the handout, or the discussions themselves. In a word, there 

were a great many examples of vocabulary-level ideas being transferred into students’ 

subsequent speeches and essays, though some students, like Norma whom I will discuss 

below, surprisingly demonstrated no transfer at all. 

 
Table 4.7: More Examples of Ideas Transferred at the Vocabulary Level in the Second 

Online Discussion  

Origin Utterances in Online Discussion Example Sentences in the Subsequent 
Tasks 

Group 
1 

Discussion 
Itself 

Donna (initiator): Laura-u'r right. but 
the job of paparazzi is to invade the 
privacy of celebrities>< 

Donna (essay): If I can’t bear the action 
which paparazzi do one day, maybe I 
will take an action of suing for those 
paparazzi who invade my privacy too 
much. (The Violation of Personal 
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Privacy)* 

Group  
2 

Textbook 

Fanny: I think that once they decide to 
be celebrities, they should know that 
they would loss their privacy when 
they geting more and more famous. 

Barbara: but, not all reports are true. 
Barbara (Initiator): maybe, jouralist 

want to the circulation 

Barbara (essay): I think the media that 
can’t issue of personal privacy for 
circulation. (The responsibility of 
media) 

Group      
3 

Discussion 
Itself 

Xavier (initiator): Someone would like 
to hide his/ her secrets, and someone 
would like to find hem out 

Fonda (discussant): but, paparazze still 
like to take pic of famous people and 
discover the secret of them 

Fonda (speech): I am thinking about 
personal privacy is very important 
because all of the men is the same. 
They may have their old secrets. And 
maybe… (If I were a reporter) 

 
Group 

4 
Discussion 

Itself 
 

Gill: if i am a paparazzi ,,, my job is to 
reveal  what a true celebrity is 

Tracy: Gill, do you think that celebrity's 
love should be reported? 

Felicia (initiator): how about the moral 
aspect? 

Winnie (borrower, speech): I am also the 
person who has highly moral… have a 
sense of highly morality, but my job is 
to work for a gossip magazine 
company. (If I am a reporter)  

Group 
5 

Textbook 

Wesley: i think if he [Pon Cha Cha] 
didn't feel very down about 1 month 
ago 

Earl (initiator): it's all journalis' game 

Wesley (borrower, essay): I am really fed 
up all the media journalists, that is 
because you guys are always dogging 
me. (If I were Jay Chou) 

 
Group 

6 
Discussion 

Itself 
 

Nell (initiator): like corruption, 
scandal.. i think these shoule be 
reported 

Nell: since those celebrities, especially 
stars, use their fame to earn $, they'll 
have to accept being reported.  

Heather (discussant): But we just know 
these scandals...what can we get 

Heather (speech): I think it is my job and 
I need to report some scandals or about 
their everyday life. We just want to 
entertain audience and give them 
information. So, we need to expose 
their scandals or some private things 
because we have pressure. (If I am a 
reporter) 

* The parenthesis here was the title of students’ speech or essay. 

 

Ideas at Different Levels: Phrase-Level 

In addition to vocabulary level transfer, students also transferred phrase-level 

ideas into their works. These phrases could be verbal phrases, noun phrases, or 

preposition phrases that had been brought up in the discussions (not from the textbook) 
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and later were borrowed into their subsequent tasks. They were often used repeatedly to 

describe a certain action or issue, rather than being replaced by alternative expressions, 

maybe because of the students’ relatively low language control.  

To take the discussion of Group 3 in the first discussion as an example, when the 

students wanted to express the idea that parents should sit with their kids when their kids 

were watching TV, they used the verbal phrase to accompany with. The topic of the 

discussion was TV violence (Chapter 1). The key word clusters taught before the first 

discussion were types of media, programmes and people, news programmes, the ratings 

battle, zapping, and TV violence. One of the discussion topics asked students to discuss 

what TV violence was and to give examples from existing TV programs that they 

considered as containing TV violence, while the other question was to share their 

opinions about how parents could protect kids from TV violence. Perhaps because it was 

their first online discussion, the students in Group 3 seemed eager to discuss the topic, 

skipping over the task of choosing which topic to discuss first. Kitty first threw out her 

idea that wrestling was violent. Then Norma jumped in to say that she did not need to 

protect anyone because she did not like and would not have children. After giving some 

thoughts about such TV programs, as Discovery Channel, cartoons, or YoYo channel, a 

program for pre-school kids, Janny, the initiator, first introduced the concept of parents 

accompanying children while watching TV. This idea was not noted at the beginning 

because the group was still discussing how they loved or hated children, until Ella (a 

discussant) picked it up again to answer Bonnie’s question about how to protect children.  

 
Example 19: Group 3, Discussion 1 TV Violence, Chapter 1 The Media 
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116.  Bonnie: so how to protect our children? let's think about that.... 
119.  Laura: i won't let them watch TV 
120.  Fonda: don't let them watch tv 
121.  Ella: i think the best way  
122.  Jennifer: we can choose good program for them 
123.  Tiffany: i think some programs with mayhem should dispear!! 
124.  Ella: we should accompany with children when they are watching TV 
125.  Ella: don't leave them alone 
126.  Laura: i agree with Ella 
127.  Norma: I think people should give advice when watching tv with children. We 

don't have to forbid  
129.  Janny: but i think dancing and singing can help them become more soft. 
163.  Earl: i think sometimes computer is much badder than tv 
165.  Norma: worse not badder 
169.  Tiffany: no, i dont agree with you, Earl 
171.  Fonda: but sometimes if children surf on internet, maybe they would see sth 

violence 
175.  Bonnie: so if we have work it's hard to take care of them,it's a serious problem 
176.  Earl: they will in the middle of computer and lose thier attention in real life, my 

表第 [cousin] id so 
177.  Ella: if we allow children to surf on the et, we should still accompany with 

them 
179.  Norma: i think if children have enough personality, they won't be infleunced 

this easy 
 

It seems reasonable to expect that whoever used the term in the discussion would 

likely use it in his or her subsequent work. Although Kitty mentioned the phrase to 

accompany with early in the discussion, Ella used it twice to address the importance of 

parents watching TV with their kids and supervising any surfing on the internet. Both of 

them composed their speech and essay with this phrase. Kitty used the phrase to tell her 

audience how to protect children as she discussed the need to rate TV programs, whereas 

Ella, giving several example of actions, tried to persuade her readers that parents, not TV 

programmers or others, should censor TV programs.  

 
Example 20: Kitty’s Speech for the First Discussion  
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Hi, everyone. My name is Kitty. My topic is question number three. My answer is 
yes. I think the TV programmer use a lot of  violence and sexy into the TV program. 
Because, in fact, everyone loves to watch it. This is a truth. So I think how to, how 
to protect our children… I think maybe we have to, we have a lot of time to 
accompany with our children, and when they watch TV, we must accompany with 
them because if they have a question, we can teach and tell them at the first time. 
So… That’s all. 

 
 

Example 21: Ella’s Essay for the First Discussion (322 words) 
Parents Should Do Something 

Nowadays, media becomes a mainstream in our daily life. We get information 
from it, and it’s indeed convenient. However, some people use the worng way of 
media in order to drawing audiences’ attention. For example, TV programmers. 
Some TV programe would give a negative influence to children who cannot 
distinguish what is wrong or right. To this point, I think someone should do some 
actions to children; that’s the parents.  

For lots of TV program, that’s indeed full of violence. For example, soap 
operas and some cartoons. Soap operas is pretty famous in recent years. When adults 
watch it, they always forget their children is being their sides. However, I think TV 
violence sometimes can be educational for children. The best way to do is parents 
should accompany with children when they are watching TV; also, tell and teach 
them what is wrong or right through the programs. 

Like some soap operas, actors would use knife or gun in it. At this time, parents 
can teach children that’s not allowed or cerrect in our life. Also, they can tell 
children that the people will be punished which are followed by the plot. But do not 
watch it all the time, just make use of every oppourtiny in our daily life. Besides, I 
think whenever children watch TV, parents should accompany with them. Because 
parents are their most intimate people who can give the schooling directly. No doubt! 

In reality, I don’t think TV programmers should take all the responsibility for 
TV violence. Because they make the program in order to earning money. And the 
point is, people like that that kind of programs. Nobody would give up the best and 
easiest way to earn money. So, parents do have duty to educate their children; they 
don’t have the right to forbid what programmer are going to make, but they do have 
it to change channels all the time. 

 

Such a phrasal transfer took place quite often in every discussion. Kitty and Ella 

may have chosen to use the phrase because of the forcible argument they had themselves 

made during the discussion. In fact, this impressive claim was also used by other group 

members, like Norma, a borrower. Even though in the discussion Norma did not use the 
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exact phrase, she proposed a very close idea saying that parents should give advice when 

they are watching TV with children. She finally used the phrase in its grammatically 

correct form in her speech (see Example 22).  

 
Example 22: Norma’s Speech for the First Discussion  
Hi, my name is Norma. My topic is number 1. All right, so my opinion is 
programmers are primary job. They have to do their jobs of all kinds of program 
show. Maybe follow them, maybe very sweet, anything. They have to their job and 
it’s their responsibility to show all kinds of TV show to all over the people: adults, or 
teenagers, or young kids. Yeah. So I think that the point is our parents. I think you 
want to have kids you have to scarify for them. Maybe you said you have your own 
job and your pay is really good. But since you decide to have a job, you just have to 
quit and accompany your children. Yeah. You have to give them advice on all kinds 
of TV shows. If you it’s too violent, you don’t have the right to forbid it because it’s 
the children’s right to learn and to see. If they don’t watch and learn at the same time, 
they won’t be adults, they won’t be a real adult, even when they are 30. Yeah. That’s 
my opinion. I think kids have the... has to receive all kinds of program show. So you 
just give them advice. If you think it’s not really comfortable for them to watch, you 
can just stop them.  

 

Other examples of the phrasal transfer from discussions to individual works were 

“hunger strike” in Group 6 and “on the street or in the train station” in Group 4 in 

Discussion 6. Vincent used “hunger strike” as an example to elucidate a striker’s 

strategies even though he did not keep this idea in his later work. Yet, Bianca, one of 

Vincent’s co-discussant of the idea, borrowed the idea in her speech while Wanda who 

did not join the discussion of this idea also employed the term in her essay. Similarly, 

after Ella commented that everyone should not give money to people who just sit “on the 

street or in the train station” and do nothing, Tracy later picked up the phrase in her 

speech to depict beggars or old people who sell gum. More examples at the phrase level 

are listed in Table 4.8. 



 130

Table 4.8: More Examples of Ideas Transferred at the Phrase Level in the Second Online 
Discussion 

Origin Utterances in Online Discussion Example Sentences in the Subsequent 
Tasks 

Group      
1 

Discussion 
Itself 

Wanda: if we refuse to watch those 
negative news, the rating must lower 
and lower.  Will media change their 
point of view? something like 
society?? 

Nina (borrower, essay): To us, the high 
rating equal money. If you don’t like this 
kind of news, then don’t watch it. Let the 
rating become lower and lower, and we 
won’t report this kind of news anymore. 
(A Letter to My Readers)* 

Group      
2 

Discussion 
Itself 

Denise: imaging you are cha cha 
today, and what will you do 
Rebecca: i will apologize to 
everyone.... especially my wife… 
and tell the truth... 

Denise (initiator): if I were him, I 
might commit suicide 

Karen (discussant): suicide is the most 
stupid way 

Karen (discussant, essay): You said you 
were going find out the reason I 
commited suicide. You use your ways to 
investigate the reason. And you made 
guesses. Then tell the public your 
guesses. You started to report the 
relationship between (Xia Yi) and I. I’ve 
already ended up my life but why can’t 
you end up gossip?  (My confession) 

Group      
3 

Textbook 

Queenie (Initiator): Xavier, and many 
paparazzi use intrusive reporting 
technique like"bugging" recording 
famous people behavior 

Xavier: They are like thieves, they 
stole the private right. 

Queenie (speech): They use intrusive 
reporting techniques, like bugs to 
record the famous people about their life 
and door-stepping without their 
permission. That is very immoral.  
(Reaction to violation of personal 
privacy) 

Group      
4 

Discussion 
Itself 

Felicia (initiator): The society needs 
the brightside things to enlight 
people's heart 

 

Gill (borrower, essay): We audience only 
can accept what they give, therefore, I 
think, one of the media’s responsibility 
is to show the brightside in the society.  
(Responsibility of Media) 

Group      
5 

Discussion 
Itself 

Diana (initiator): i think the problem 
of the media is that they don't have 
ability to dig out deeper news  

Nydia (discussant): I think they dont 
want to dig out deeper  

Tina (borrower, speech) Of course, 
sometimes the truth will involve with 
personal crisis, but now many media not 
only find out the truth, but also dig out 
the events….   

Group      
6 

Discussion 
Itself 

Nell (Initiator): i think media has right 
to report celebrities' private life, 
especial those dirty things. 

Nell: if the media don't exist or be 
limited, i guess politicians and 
celebrities will do more dirty 
things.. 

Nell (speech): But people just like 
watching famous people crying or doing 
something dirty on TV, on magazine.  
(If I am a reporter) 

* The parenthesis here was the title of students’ speech or essay. 
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It seems likely that this type of transfer was generated from discussion and later 

borrowed into individual performances. As planned for this class, students were expected 

to use the phrases they learned from the textbook or phrases from the handouts in their 

discussions as well as in their speeches and essays. Practically, this expectation was 

fulfilled very often, as when students used “high rating” when they talked about 

politicians, and “sexual harassment” in the topics related to power in working 

environments. 

 

Ideas at Different Levels: Opinion-Level 

 Like the two levels presented above, many students used ideas from the 

discussion at the opinion level. They not only used exact phrases or sentences from group 

discussions in their subsequent work, some of them even synthesized the viewpoints 

presented in the online discussion and paraphrase these in their later works.  

In the sixth discussion, the focus was on strike and welfare, related to the second 

part of Chapter 3. Students were learning words like industrial action; pickets, scabs and 

blacklegs; calling strike off; welfare state; and cracking down on scroungers. As planned, 

two discussion topics were discussed. One was to ask students to share their knowledge 

about why strikes, an industrial action, happened and what kinds of strategies strikers 

usually use for their demands, while the other was to tell their group what kinds of 

welfare they knew their government provides, who the beneficiaries might be, and how 

to eliminate welfare scroungers.  

In the online discussion of Group 6, a variety of views about how to decrease 
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welfare scroungers was presented. After the scrounger issue had been discussed a bit 

while, Fiona began to offer her solution of establishing a specialized institute to handle 

the welfare scrounger problem, while Vincent suggested the government send different 

investigators to welfare applicants’ houses in order to check their qualifications. 

Simultaneously, Bianca contributed another perspective brining up the dilemma of what 

would happen if the system of verification were too strict or too loose. She continued to 

take farmers’ subsidies in Taiwan as an example and questioned the appropriateness of 

doling out welfare to a farmer who just planted a few apple trees. Kay then posted a 

question to the group concerning how to evaluate if welfare receivers were truly in need. 

These perspectives were later borrowed into Kay’s speech and Bonnie’s essay. 

 
Example 23: Group 6, Discussion 6 Strike & Welfare, Chapter 2 Work, Unemployment 

& Welfare 
174.  Fiona: i think government should set up a department to evaluate  if those 

should receive the welfare 
175. Vincent: I think government should send correspondent to check those 

people who apply for the welfare. 
179.  Vincent: They can not just check the documents 
180.  Bonnie: i agree with Vincent 
181.  Dawn: yes, government should do the evaluate carefully, because it's for whole 

people's benefit 
187.  Vincent: and..They should change the correspondent. They can not send the 

same correspondent to check those people Or they may receive the 
bribery 

188.  Dawn: so many old men are rich, but they still get welfare 
191.  Bianca: if the government is too pickey to the documents then some people 

who needed help many not be accepted and get nothing. however, if the 
government is too easy to the documents then the scroungers will get 
extra money 

194.  Vincent: I agree with Bianca 
197.  Bianca: just like teacher mentioned> some farmers apply for the 農民津貼 

[farmer subsidies] with only 1 tree and few apples = =" 
199.  Bianca: that is called " a farmer"? 
200.  Dawn: why farmer need welfare? 
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201.  Wanda: because they working hard and poor 
202.  Bianca: because of WTO [World Trade Organization]? 
203.  Heather: because nature disaster 
206.  Kay: but how to kown the one is really need help is really a hard queston. 
207.  Bianca: some farmers are rich you know! 
210.  Vincent: They have lots of ground 
211.  Heather: But some farmers are poor = = 
213.  Kay: poor, rich, I don't know. 
214.  Dawn: yes, so the government should invesitment it 
215.  Bianca: it's not easy to id who realy need help~~~~sigh 
216.  Vincent: some of my friends are farmers...They drive BMW or Benz go to 

work... 
218.  Kay: I think our gov. shold really make a useful paln to solve this problems. 
219.  Kay: It is really important. 

 

Though she did not directly participate in the discussion about the issue of 

farmers, Kay, a borrower, mentioned the issue in her speech. She did not use the exact 

words proffered by Bianca, but paraphrased the idea although she was considerably 

nervous and did not synthesize the idea well while giving this speech. With the unfairness 

of this issue in mind, Kay then added Vincent’s idea about the government sending 

officials to investigate if welfare recipients truly needed the welfare. However, instead of 

using the same words, Kay chose the phrase “social worker” to make her speech more 

practical.  

 
Example 24: Kay’s Speech for the Sixth Discussion  
Good morning, everyone. Today is number three. Decreasing the scrounger and 
make the policy clear. I think there are too many scroungers in our society and in our 
country. I think maybe for example, just like maybe a woman or a man he gets 
money from his daughter or his son so he is, actually he is rich but he just wants to 
spend his free time. So he go to the road or just sell the chewing gum or just maybe 
just lottery, just spend their time to make themselves maybe feel happy or feel 
comfortable, I don’t know. But they still just get the welfare from our government. 
The farmer, and I want to say the welfare to the farmer. The farmer maybe this 
farmer just has one trees and several apples on the tree, but he still gets the 
welfare from the government. I think it is unfair because maybe he makes a lot of 
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money but he just pretends he is poor. So he still gets the welfare. It’s unfair to the 
people who really need the money. So I think government should investigate those 
people and to think about maybe they are suitable to get the welfare or not. So I 
think government should make the policy clearly and fulfill it. It is the most 
important because government always make the policy but maybe he or she doesn’t 
follow the policy or maybe they just saw the document and think it is their 
information from those needed. But when the needed really needs this money but 
they don’t have the enough information or suitable reasons to get this welfare. So 
government should provide some social workers to help these people and to get 
more deeper investigate so maybe the welfare would get… in the future the 
government would get the suitable welfare to the suitable people. Thank you. 

 
 

Bonnie borrowed the exact sentences from the discussion into her essay.  

Combining ideas learned from the last discussion, Bonnie connected the ascending 

unemployment rate with jobless benefit scroungers. She also gave another example of 

meat or vegetable venders continuing to sell even though they get unemployment benefit, 

and suggested the government should send some investigators to check welfare 

recipients’ qualifications in person, just as Vincent had proposed. Bonnie even seemed to 

be somehow reading the discussion as she wrote her essay. There were two or three 

sentences that were exactly the same as the comments in the discussion, such as Vincent’s 

comment on sending a “correspondent” to examine welfare applicants’ qualification, and 

Bianca’s advice about the consequences of the government’s examination of welfare 

recipients too strictly or loosely. Interesting part is that she duplicated the sentences 

including grammatical errors.  

 
Example 25: Bonnie’s Essay for the Sixth Discussion (387 words) 

Actions to Resist Those Thieves 
      We know that there are some welfare scroungers in any kind of welfare. They 
deprive many people who really need money and help of the welfare. They waste 
taxpayers’ money and let those poor people still poor. They should feel shame at 
stealing money from government, but they don’t. so what kind of actions can our 
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government do? 
      Today the unemployment rate is rising higher and higher. Many unemployed 
people don’t find a job for a long time, so the unemployment welfare is very 
important for them to live. But do these people all deserve to get the welfare? The 
answer is “not!” We know there are many welfare scroungers. It’s not a secret, and 
our government also know the situation. But the government doesn’t seems to solve 
this problem. I’ve heard about that if you have good relationship with the chief of 
our village, you can ask him or she to offer you a poor improvement then you can 
get the welfare. The government just checks the document, they even don’t check 
whoever really need it. And some people work without paying taxes because they 
are selling meat or vegetables or foods in the market. Some of them are really rich, 
but they also get welfare just because their document shows that they are 
unemployed. So to resist these bad welfare scroungers, I think the government 
should make a plan to investigate those people to consider whether they are suitable 
to deserve the welfare or not. And the government should send correspondent to 
check those people who apply for the welfare. They should check it in person. 
And the government must undergoes a stricter tax inspection to check people’s real 
income. Ask the village chief to be fair and just to investigate the qualification of 
unemployment. And then I think these actions can decrease the amount of the 
scroungers. 
      But the government should take balance to undergo these actions. If the 
government is too picky to the documents then some people who need help 
many not be accepted and get money, however, if the government is too easy to 
the documents then the scroungers will get ill-gotten money. After all the welfare 
is provided to those people who really need. To investigate carefully is the best way 
to resist those scroungers. 

 

Bonnie’s essay was a great example to evidence that the ideas in online discussion 

could be transferred to students’ speeches or essays. She not only included the exact 

words her group members wrote in the discussion, but also integrated their ideas with her 

own thoughts, linking her ideas to issues in an earlier discussion—the fifth discussion. 

Bonnie’s essay, containing 387 words, seemed impressive. However, using the exact 

sentences was perhaps not the least solution included grammatically incorrect forms.  In 

any case, Bonnie seemed to take advantage of modern technology, saved the discussion 

somewhere, and later used the ideas while writing her essay. More examples at the 
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opinion level are listed in Table 4.9. 

 
Table 4.9: More Examples of Ideas Transferred at the Opinion Level in the Second 

Online Discussion 

Origin Utterances in Online Discussion Example Sentences in the 
Subsequent Tasks 

Group      
1 

Discussion 
Itself 

Donna (initiator): Nina- people like to see 
what the famous people do. 

Laura: media always would like find out 
and publish information about famous 
people lives 

Norma: yes 

Norma (borrower, essay): As my 
point of view, I think it is nothing to 
do with being allowed or not, but if 
the audience of the public want to 
know or not.  (If I were famous 
people)* 

Group      
2 

Discussion 
Itself 

Vincent (initiator): I think those famous 
people should not expect the media to find 
out and publish information about their 
private lives. Everyone has their own 
secret. But, we need to know some 
politicians private lives, or we don't 
know they are corrupt or not. It’s the 
most important part. We need to know.

Bonnie (borrower, essay): The 
public have “the right to know”, 
so we need the media. But now, the 
media seems to use “the right to 
know” to make money from 
(celebrities), politicians, and other 
famous people. (Journalism Ethics) 

Group      
3 

Discussion 
Itself 

Naomi (initiator): but sometimes i think 
paparrazi is to over 

Naomi: their behavior  
Queenie (discussant): i think the goverment 

should limit paparazzi's over behavior ,  
because we want have  present good for 
our audience 

Tammy (borrower, essay): 
Sometimes paparazzi have bad 
behaviors and let people dislike. 
Actually, paparazzi is omnipresent. 
So paparazzi violate entertainer’s 
privacy all the time.  (Reaction to 
violation of personal privacy) 

Group      
4 

Discussion 
Itself 

Bianca: they become famous because of 
media! 

Gill: they use media and the media use 
them , too 

Bianca (initiator): then, if you wanna be 
celebrity, you should pay for it! 

Bianca (speech): But on the other 
hand, some people said that the 
celebrities, if they want to become 
famous, they have to pay for the 
media; otherwise, people will 
forget them.  (If I am a paparazzi) 

Group      
5 

Discussion 
Itself 

Diana: people just need to watch the 
headline and some international news. 
save your time on somthing  more useful 

Nydia: so all of you think news are not 
useful? 

Diana: some are , most are not 
Nydia (initiator): what kind of news are 

useful  

Nydia (essay): the press has the right 
to report news, but the meaning of 
knowing news is to know the truth 
and useful information. 
(Responsibility of Media) 

Group      
6 

Nell: but i don't wanna know the detail of a 
love afair, either 

Jennifer (borrower, essay): And the 
TV will broadcast this news all day, 
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Discussion 
Itself 

Heather : But we just know these 
scandals...what can we get 

Ella (initiator): but the truth is, ppl like to 
know it. 

they know people like to watch it. 
They know that to do so, they could 
have good ratings. The media have 
this kind of conduct, because 
people like it.  (Why reporters want 
to write about gossip?) 

* The parenthesis here was the title of students’ speech or essay. 
 
 

Because of the limitation of the way that I chose to demonstrate the transfer, I 

could not include other possibilities, such as the possibility that students’ thoughts or 

opinions in their subsequent tasks could be triggered by their online discussions even 

though there was no direct proof that these thoughts or opinions had been generated or 

influenced by the online discussions. For example, when the students in Group 1 in the 

fourth discussion were asked to discuss strategies or tricks that candidates would use to 

help them win an election, most of the group members admitted that they did not like the 

current political environment in Taiwan, just like they had stated in the previous 

discussion. They thought elections were dark and false, and full of “dirty things.” They 

also admitted that they did not go to vote and would not be going to vote in the year-end 

three-in-one election. Although Norma did not express during the fourth discussion much 

about whether she would vote, she seemed to receive the impression from the third and 

fourth discussions that her classmates did not vote because they thought elections were 

dirty, and they did not want to get involved with it. This impression seemed to trigger 

some ideas for Norma to decide to write an essay about one of the essay topics—if she 

would go cast her vote at the year-end election. In her very long essay, she directly 

pointed out that she would go to vote in any election where she had the right to vote and 

then tried to give reasons why she thought everyone should go cast their votes. 
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Example 26: Norma’s Essay for the Fourth Discussion (419 words) 

To Use Your Right, To Make the World Better 
 The year-end three-in-one election is approaching. I will definitely go cast my 
vote. Not only the three-in-one election, but also all the elections which I do have the 
right to vote, I will without doubt mark my ballot. 
 In point of fact, many people in Taiwan think that our politics are just like all a 
mess. They do not want to use their right to vote, and they do not want to pay their 
obligation to vote, either. People just simply give up their chance to make their choices. 
However, in what country politics are so welcomed by all the people? I do not think so. 
People do have their rights to say their opinions of politics and anything, whether you 
like it or not, both will be fine to say, but preconditionally, you have to join it initially.  
 It is just like to try to eat the durian. It looks like a weapon more than a fruit. Most 
people do not like it at first because it smells really stinky. Nevertheless, how many 
people really have tried the durian even once during their lifetime? If you have not yet 
tried, how can you say you do not like it?  How do you know you are not going to say 
“The smell from the hell, and the taste from the heaven.” It is the same thing about the 
politics. Everyone has the right to participate in public affairs, and everybody on the other 
hand has the responsibility to take part in public affairs. You have to join first.  
 Similar things actually happen to students in school as well. Every class has to 
choose a class leader and a lot of cadres. It happens all the time that a student might 
complain some cadres or even the class leader are not doing quite well, but when it 
comes to the time to vote, they do not show their opinions. They do not nominate their 
ideal candidates. They just keep silence. The only thing they do is to say something bad 
about the person whom at last chosen to be the one to have some duty. 
 Generally speaking, my point is very simple. People go cast their vote and show 
their opinions to help candidates and elected people do a better job. If people are always 
at the passive side, our democratic country will no longer autonomous. To take part in an 
election is not only your right but also your duty. 
 

Apparently, Norma seemed to attempt to write a persuasive 

essay to convince her readers to fulfill their rights to vote. She 

compared voting with eating a durian, a native fruit in South-

Eastern Asia, with a formidable thorn-covered husk but combining 

an obnoxious smell with a delectable and sweet-tasting flesh that 

durian-lovers proclaim as heavenly, or “the King of Tropical Fruit.” To her, to vote was 

like eating durian flesh. Until people tried the taste of durian, they would not know how 
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delicious it could be. Until people stopped keeping silent habitually and considering 

politics dirty, started to act, and showed their inner opinions by electing candidates 

representing them, they would not know they could make politics a little cleaner. In brief, 

Norma seemed to try to persuade her readers to vote at least once; otherwise, they would 

not know how better they could make their society and how important and influential 

their ballot could be. Such a transfer was different from the one at the vocabulary or 

phrasal or opinion levels, but more like at a reflection or critical level. Students took in 

their classmates’ ideas, cogitated on them, and then came up with some reflections 

showing a deeper, critical thinking. Though Norma’s essay is not a direct example of the 

transfer that I was looking for to answer the second research question, it is still very 

possible that the online discussion can be influential in this way. 

On the whole, transfer of ideas was likely to take place from the textbook, the 

handouts, and the online discussions to students’ subsequent individual production. Such 

transfer could be at the one-word, phrase, sentence transfer, or opinion level. The ideas 

transferred into individual speeches and essays could be introduced by their initiator, 

discussed by other discussants, or borrowed by others who had not used or discussed 

these ideas themselves during online discussions. It seemed quite reasonable for idea 

initiators and their discussants to use what they had talked about in their own individual 

works; yet, it was interesting to see other students who had not joined in discussing the 

ideas or issues also use the same ideas in their later performance. The typical example 

came in Wanda’s essay following the second online discussion. She not only used her 

own ideas as well as borrowed her group members’ from the discussion, but also changed 



 140

the part of speech of the transferred word to fit the new context of use. In other words, 

her essay demonstrated the transfer of ideas.  

However, my claim that the students were transferring ideas in three dimensions 

from online discussions to subsequent tasks is not a claim that they learned the ideas for 

the first time through discussions. Rather, online discussions provided them with 

opportunities to use the language knowledge by negotiating their opinions. This language 

acquisition internalization process seemed to represent the uptake, then intake process, 

and allowed the students to output their ideas again for later tasks.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 3 

What are EFL students’ responses toward SCMC discourse? Do they at different 
academic achievement levels believe SCMC helps them learn English? Do they 
believe SCMC helps them prepare for subsequent language tasks? 
  

The findings for the third research questions are presented in two sections: 

questionnaires and interviews. Because of its anonymity, the results of the questionnaire 

responses are not presented by the three different academic achievement levels. Therefore, 

categorizing the 43 close-ended items, I discuss results that are interesting and worth 

reporting, followed by the results from the two open-ended questions. By contrast, the 

results of my analysis of the in-depth interviews are reported according to interviewees’ 

academic achievement levels. These are supplemented with a few observations I made 

during the online discussion periods.  
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Results from the Questionnaire 

The Close-Ended Items 

The 43 close-ended items were classified into four categories: background, 

emotional responses, usefulness, and motivation. For the last three categories, there were 

several sub-categories. Quotations from the two open-ended questions are presented to 

support my report on some items. 

Previous Experience with the Computer 

For the 38 students responding to these items, almost every one reported having a 

positive attitude towards computer before the class (see Table 4.10, item 1), and a great 

number of students considered MSN Messenger software easy for them to use (item 2). 

Although several did not present their opinions, most students did not feel strange about 

using the computer to communicate (item 3). This result suggested that most of the 

students not only used computers often, but also were familiar with MSN Messenger 

environment or with using it to chat with their friends. 

 
Table 4.10: Close-Ended Questionnaire—Previous Experience with Computer 
No Question Items Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

1 My previous experiences with computers have been 
positive. 1 3 34 4.2 0.8

2 The MSN Messenger writing environment is very easy to 
use. 2 6 30 3.8 0.8

3 It seems strange to me to communicate using a machine. 24 11 3 2.4 0.8
 
 
Emotional Responses 

This category of items was related to students’ emotional responses towards using 

MSN Messenger as an academic discussion tool to communicate in English. I present the 
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results in four sub-categories. First, at the beginning of the class, only three students felt 

that going to the computer lab would be intimidating (see Table 4.11, item 6), and most 

students considered the computer lab a comfortable place (item 10). As to comfort during 

online discussions, consistent with their positive experiences with the computer before 

class, most students did not worry or feel nervous during online discussions (item 7). 

They were not nervous that they would have no ideas to write about (item 8), or afraid of 

having their classmates read their ideas (item 10). Moreover, along with the fact that most 

of them felt comfortable allowing their group members to identify what they wrote (item 

12), a great number of them were interested in what their group members wrote (item 13). 

 
Table 4.11: Close-Ended Questionnaire—Emotional Responses 

No Question Items Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

6 At the beginning of the class, I felt that going to a computer 
lab would be intimidating. 32 3 3 1.9 0.9

10 At the beginning of the class, I felt that the computer lab was 
a comfortable place. 3 15 20 3.6 0.8

7 I am worried and nervous when I attend computer sessions in 
this class. 26 7 5 2.1 1.0

8 I am so nervous during computer-based classes that I don’t 
know what to write. 25 8 5 2.3 0.9

11 I worry because everyone in the class/group can read my 
ideas on the screen.  26 6 6 2.3 0.9

12 I feel comfortable signing my messages with my real name 
during our computer-based written communication. 9 13 26 3.2 0.9

13 I am interested in what my peers write during our computer-
based discussion. 5 8 25 3.6 0.8

33 I feel that written communication through computers has 
been a disappointing experience. 25 11 2 2.2 0.8

37 My experience with the MSN Messenger writing 
environment in this class is positive. 2 7 29 3.9 0.7

40 
At the end of this semester, I still feel nervous about 

discussing through the MSN Messenger writing 
environment. 

22 10 6 2.4 1.0

27 I feel overwhelmed by the flow of messages received on the 
screen. 13 7 18 3.1 1.0

38 I find conversation on the network chaotic. 12 8 18 3.2 1.0
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By the end of the semester, only two students felt that the online discussion was a 

disappointing experience while 66% of the students disagreed with that statement (item 

33). Probably the same two students disagreed that their experience with MSN Messenger 

was positive whereas 76% of their classmates reported a positive experience (item37). 

Further, 58% of the students reported no longer feeling nervous during online discussions 

by the end of the semester (item 40); however, this figure was slightly smaller than at the 

beginning of the semester. The last interesting sub-category encompassed students’ 

feelings toward the quality of using MSN Messenger, opinions that were quite polarized. 

Although almost half of the students felt overwhelmed by the pace of the messages on the 

screen, others (34%) disagreed (item 27). Moreover, when almost half of them, probably 

the same students from Item 27, felt the online discussions were chaotic, 32% did not 

think so (item 38).   

 
Motivation 

This category represented students’ motivation when engaged in online discussion. 

More than half of the students reported that they participated in online discussion because 

of the influence of grades (see Table 4.12, item 29). Speaking of their interests in online 

discussion, none of them felt they did not want to go to class on the days online 

discussion was scheduled (item 34). Approximately half of the students thought the 

online discussion was fun (item 28), and 82% of those even reported that the online 

discussion was interesting (item 39). Maybe because of these reasons, 68% of the 

students thought they were more involved in the online discussions than in regular class 
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sessions (item 25). 

 
Table 4.12: Close-Ended Questionnaire—Motivation 
No Question Items Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

29 I participate during computer-based written exchanges 
because it is graded by my professor. 9 8 21 3.4 1.1

25 I feel more involved in the MSN Messenger writing 
environment than in regular sessions. 2 10 26 3.7 0.6

28 I participate during computer-based written exchanges 
because MSN Messenger writing environment is fun. 4 14 20 3.4 0.8

34 I feel like not going to class when computer lab is 
scheduled. 27 11 0 2.1 0.7

39 I find conversations on the network yield interesting 
discussions. 4 3 31 3.9 0.8

 
 

Usefulness  

This category was classified by how useful students considered the online 

discussions. There were three sub-categories for this category. With respect to Language, 

more than half of the students agreed that the MSN Messenger writing environment fit in 

easily in a language course (see Table 4.13, item 5). As to language skills, 58% of the 

students agreed that the online discussion provided them a similar learning opportunity 

when compared with a speaking activity in a regular classroom (item 19). Although most 

of them remained neutral to the idea that MSN Messenger helped their reading and 

listening skills, half of them agreed that the online discussion helped them gain 

confidence for their later writing skills (item 16) and that it gave them more practice in 

writing, compared with a regular classroom (item 21). As to the pace of discussion, 68 % 

of the students agreed that ideas appeared on the screen so fast that it was often too late 

when they were ready to post their response (item 22). However, 76% of those agreed 
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that they could read and write at their own pace and participate as they wanted during 

online discussion (item 26). One interesting finding was that half of the students agreed 

that they could think through, formulate, and revise their responses carefully before 

posting them out, other students (39%) disagreed (item 17). The last sub-category was 

students’ overall attitude towards the usefulness of online discussion. Many (55%) 

thought that using online discussion was not time-wasting (item 31). Half of them 

thought they gained more confidence to give a speech in front of the class (item 41) and 

write an essay (item 42). 

 
Table 4.13: Close-Ended Questionnaire—Usefulness 
No Question Items Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

5 The MSN Messenger writing environment fits in easily in a 
language course. 2 16 20 3.5 0.6

19 
When compared with a speaking activity in a regular 

classroom, I find that MSN Messenger gives me a similar 
learning opportunity. 

2 14 22 3.6 0.8

16 Using the MSN Messenger writing environment has helped 
me gain confidence for my later writing activities. 6 13 19 3.3 0.9

21 When compared with a regular classroom, I find that MSN 
Messenger gives me more practice in writing. 5 14 19 3.4 0.9

17 
On the computer network, answers can be thought through, 

formulated, and revised carefully before sending to 
others. 

15 4 19 3.0 1.1

22 Ideas evolve so quickly on the network that by the time my 
response is ready, it’s already too late to post it. 4 8 26 3.9 1.0

26 
I can read and write at my own pace and participate as I 

want while using the MSN Messenger writing 
environment. 

5 4 29 3.8 0.8

31 Sometimes I feel that class time is wasted in the lab. 21 15 2 2.4 0.7

41 At the end of this semester, I feel more confident to give a 
speech in front of my classmates. 7 12 19 3.3 1.0

42 At the end of this semester, I feel more confident to write an 
essay. 5 14 19 3.4 0.8
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The Open-Ended Items 

Following the multiple-choice items, two open-ended items appeared focused on 

the strengths and drawbacks of using online discussion in this class. The 43 students’ 

responses to these items were coded and analyzed for emergent themes. I present these 

themes according to the order of the questions. 

 
What do you feel are the greatest strengths of using computers for discussion in this class?  
 
 

As I expected, students found many advantages for the instruction of using online 

discussion. In general, many students reported they felt that online discussion provided 

them an environment with “relaxation, freedom, less pressure” (# 10, 16, and 22), “fast, 

convenience” (# 15), and friendliness (# 6) for exchanging opinions.  Compared with 

face-to-face discussions, online discussions were seen as “innovative” (# 6, and 31), 

provided “less noise” (# 5, 10, 19, and 24), and created “fairness because of the recording 

system” (# 24). 

As to involvement and participation, compared with face-to-face discussions, 

students felt that online discussions “brought up more interesting thought and opinions” 

(# 13 and 24), made students “less nervous” (# 16), and gave them “the sense of 

participation” (# 11), especially to “students who did not speak a lot” (# 18, and 35). 

They also felt “less shy” (# 10 and 39) to express their opinions. Interesting comments 

were that online discussion made them “concentrate more” (# 6, 9, and 17) and even 

“prevented the reduction of students’ concentration due to the fact that instructor could 

not arouse students’ learning interest” (# 2).  
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With respect to its usefulness, online discussion offered students a chance to 

“train themselves to communicate in English and use online dictionary to look up new 

words” (# 39) and “stimulate their English conversation skills and responses” (# 40), 

provided them “more time to examine what they typed/said” (# 16) and “to edit sentences 

and correct grammar errors” (# 4 and 41), as well as gave them an opportunity to help 

their “writing and speech” (# 38).  

Three new insights revealed by these open-ended items were the connection 

between online discussion and thinking, task preparation, and interpersonal relationship 

among students. First, many students mentioned that online discussion “connected 

thinking and typing to express ideas (# 1), “cultivate the ability of thinking in English” (# 

14), “help them integrate their thought quickly” (# 17), and “inspire them for more 

opinions and thoughts” (# 43). One student even wrote a great description for this finding,  

It can make a real-time discussion, not only for individual thinking, but also for 
combining everyone’s opinions, sharing or discussing certain topics. It also not 
only integrate the vocabulary we learned from the lesson, but also combine the 
topicality from the news, which can make me get involved with learning as well 
as [help me] examine my learning achievement. (# 7)  

 
Second, several students mentioned that online discussion helped them get ideas 

for subsequent speech and essay tasks. They felt that online discussion “made us get more 

opinions and ideas towards certain topics, and helped us to prepare for the coming speech 

and writing tasks” (# 12), and “helped us to share people’s opinions, learn the usages of 

certain vocabulary. This did help my writing and speech because my English was not 

good” (# 38). “Before the essay or speech tasks, I could get more ideas or inspiration 

from the conversation. I usually would read the scripts again” (# 35). 
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The last interesting finding was related to the usefulness of online discussions for 

interpersonal relationships. Many students commented that online discussions offered 

them a chance to “talk with different type of persons” (# 8) or “unfamiliar classmates (# 

37), and “make the friendship closer” (# 39) because these people “brought them more 

different opinions and ideas” (# 13). 

 
What suggestions would you make to improve the use of computers for discussion in a 
future class like this one?  
 

When speaking of suggestions to improve online discussion for a future class, 

students pointed out some drawbacks of using online discussion in this class. There were 

several suggestions for changes made by these students. 

First, although students felt online discussions were interesting and could keep “a 

record of the whole discussion” (# 18), they thought online discussion required some sort 

of regulation. Even though several students suggested that discussion time should be 

longer (# 1, 7, 13, 20, and 38) because they felt “rushed” (# 13), “not easy for them to 

understand everyone’s opinions” (# 7), and unable to “express their opinions completely” 

(# 20) in time, one student wished to reduce discussion time because he or she “did not 

know what to say and what could be discussed had been said” (# 33).  

As for discussion pace, students thought that the speed to read messages was very 

demanding because of their problems with understanding the language (“Team group 

members all couldn’t express their ideas clearly,” # 8), different responding pace (“This 

might lead to responding really late or make people confused and not to know which 

question he or she was responding to,” # 32), or not being used to the nature of online 
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discussion (“Two or three conversation contents occurred at the same time,” # 39). This 

maladjustment may have been partly caused by old discussion habits (“The best way for 

this problem was that after everyone could express his/her own ideas, and the we could 

move to next question,” # 8).  

In addition to the pace problem, students mentioned that discussion order could 

cause chaos. It was easy for students to get confused when they did not know how to 

separate their own words from others’. “Everyone should choose different colors of 

words to separate who was talking now. In this way, discussing would be easier” (# 7). 

“Because everybody’s pace was different, maybe you [teacher] could require each person 

to speak in turns” (# 28). “[Teacher] needed to make utterances in order because people 

were so eager to type out their ideas which were mixed with other people’s responses” 

(#1). 

Students’ comments about the discussion topics received the most negative 

feedback. They hoped that future discussion topics could be “shorter and easy to 

understand” (# 7), “fun and interesting” (# 5 and 9), “not so serious” (# 9), “more related 

to the real life” (# 3 and 34), and “something that they could elaborate”(# 17), and “relate 

to the issues in our surroundings” (# 3) because they were “speechless” (# 3, 6, and 9), 

and “unable to find the right word to express” (# 17). 

Additionally, grouping issue also were mentioned. A great number of them felt 

that there were too many participants in a group. They suggested the number of group 

members should be fewer (# 15, 22, 32, and 40), and “5 people in a group would be 

better” (# 6) because “the lines [on the screen] moved so fast and no one paid attention to 
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what you wrote” (# 6), and “people’s opinions were easily ignored” (# 40). Another issue 

under grouping related to the degree of familiarity students had with group members. 

When students were grouped with someone with which were not familiar, they felt 

“speechless” (# 25), or “being ignored” (# 14), and their comments “would not be 

responded” (# 42). Other issues like students’ proficiency level within groups also were 

mentioned. Some felt that “the proficiency level of each participant in a group would 

better be equal” (# 37) “because people’s proficiency levels were diverse and those with 

higher proficiency level benefited less” (#31). 

The last intriguing finding was about teaching strategy, suggestions for a teacher 

on how to conduct online discussion more smoothly. Several students recommended that 

the teacher could announce discussion topics earlier (# 12, 23, and 42), “give them a 

rough picture beforehand” (# 24), or “provide relevant websites and extra information to 

increase their understanding” (# 30). Students could “search for more information and 

enhance the content and the idea exchange during the discussion” (# 12), “avoid not 

knowing what to say or discuss” (# 24), and “increase the accuracy of word choice and 

reduce nonsense during the discussion” (# 23), especially for students “with lower 

English proficiency” (# 42). One student even expected the teacher to join group 

discussions and “shared some interesting content” (# 35) with them. 

 

Results from Interviews 

In-depth interviews were meant to provide a better understanding of students’ 

responses to using online discussion in class. Four students were from the low academic 
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achievement level group: Bess, Jean, Rebecca, and Winnie; another four students were 

from the middle level group: Felicia, Jennifer, Tiffany, and Zoe; and the final five 

students were from the high level group: Bonnie, Diana, Karen, Nina, and Vincent. 

Among them, Jean, Rebecca, Tiffany, Felicia, Diana, and Vincent were randomly selected 

as representatives from each group as my original design planned. However, there were 

more students willing to share their experiences and opinions about online discussion; 

therefore the number of interviews was increased to 13. Their ages were from 21 to 23, 

except for Felicia and Vincent who were 26. Felicia had been working for several years 

and Vincent had served his military obligation before their returning to pursue their 

education. As to their educational background, Bess, Jean, Elle, and Nina graduated from 

business junior colleges and Winnie was a college student from the Architecture 

Department, whereas the rest were majoring in English (see Table 4.14).  

Table 4.14: Background Information of 13 Interviewees 

Group Level Name of 
Interviewee Age Status Educational 

Background 
Bess 21 Original Business 
Jean 22 Original Business 

Rebecca 22 Original English 
Low Academic 

Achievement Level 
Winnie 23 Original Architecture 
Felicia 26 Original Business 

Jennifer 22 Transfer English 
Tiffany 21 Original English 

Middle Academic 
Achievement Level 

Zoe* 23 Transfer English 
Bonnie 22 Original Business  
Diana 22 Original  English  
Karen 22 Original English  
Nina 21 Original  Business 

High Academic 
Achievement Level 

Vincent 26 Original  English  
* Zoe was originally not assigned to any level group because of her missing data. 

However, according to the mean score of her grades in the previous semester, she 
could be assigned to the middle level group. 
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Insights I gained from these interviews are presented in two main sections. The 

first section shows how these 13 students felt about online discussion following the 

categories used in the questionnaire. The second section presents further responses 

simply from these interviewees. 

 

Findings Confirming Categories from the Close-Ended Items of the Questionnaire 

This section presents the perspectives from the interviewees concerning using 

online discussion in class in terms of the three categories from the analysis of the close-

ended items on the questionnaire: emotional responses, motivation, and usefulness. 

 

Emotional Responses 

The findings for this category were not much different from those suggested by 

students’ responses to the close-ended items. Even though the instructor frequently 

reminded them of the hints of how to do the online discussion, several interviewees 

reported that they felt nervous and worried during the first few online discussions. This 

nervousness was seen across the three level groups. Jean in the low level group said “I 

was panicked at the beginning because of not knowing what people said, especially their 

terms. I also felt nervous and pressure at sending out my messages because I was afraid 

that people had started to discuss something else.” (Here and elsewhere, quotes were 

translated from Chinese.) Bess also pointed out her nervousness coming from the 

problem of her attention: “Too many things were going in my mind during the online 

discussion.” Middle-group Zoe responded that “you didn’t know what your group 
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members would say and you didn’t know how to respond.” Even a student in the high 

level group felt nervous: “You had to be very focused on reading, and I felt so tense that 

my shoulder hurt very much” (Karen). Although most of them, especially those from the 

low level group, felt the situation becoming better by the end of the semester, to some 

students this nervousness did not diminish noticeably. “I still felt nervous about my 

grammar. I didn’t want to make mistakes” (Diana). “To me the nervousness did not 

become easier” (Zoe). 

 

Motivation 

Because most of the students did not have any experience of chatting online in 

English, they reported finding it interesting across the groups. They thought online 

discussion was, “new and interesting because it looked like the whole group was making 

a news report project” (Jean), and they could “hear different opinions at one time” 

(Winnie). Bess thought the idea was good because “people could chat in English, practice 

English typing, and understand more grammar and structure.” Karen liked it because 

“group members did not stay together and you can hear something different every time. 

And we could concentrate on the class more.” Felicia commented that “MSN is a current 

trend. This would not be rejected by students.” This interest seemed to motivate them to 

learn even more. Jean reported that she felt that she could chat with foreigners, and 

Bonnie in the high group confessed, “I started to read more news, more different types of 

news, like politics or social issues. I hope I can give more ideas if we talk about these 

issues during online discussion.” However, if students had had similar experiences 
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previously, the excitement became more of a weariness. Diana felt “it was normal and I 

was quite familiar with this chatting environment because I had experience with using 

MSN to chat with foreigners,” whereas Rebecca found it “nothing special because 

teachers said so. I often used MSN Messenger to chat with foreign friends.”  

In addition, to motivate students to participate in online discussions, grading their 

performance in the discussion seemed to have a certain level of influence, as the 

questionnaire pointed out. Even though she studied the assigned materials very hard the 

night before an online discussion, Bess reported that “I worried about my grade so much 

because I did not say much. In fact, I read and memorized the vocabulary the night before 

the online discussion, but when using online discussions, my mind went blank.” Online 

discussion made Bess want to study hard to get a better grade in the discussion. Diana 

also mentioned, “To me, I did care about the grade. Because of grading, everyone would 

say whatever was on their mind.” However, not every student valued the grade as highly 

as Bess and Diana. Rebecca, interested in clothes design, considered her emotion rather 

than her grade. “I talked when I wanted to talk. I did not worry about the grade of online 

discussion.”  

 

Usefulness 

When asked about what language skills they thought the online discussion helped 

the most, most of these interviewees chose the skills of reading and writing because they 

needed to understand what their group members wrote through reading and then had to 

respond in writing (Jennifer, Tiffany). Yet, more skills were mentioned in the interviews. 
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Tiffany said,  

Online discussion helped my organization, I mean, organizing the ideas that I 
received from classmates because there were many and then making the ideas 
become mine. These ideas would be good for a later speech and essay. 
 

Rebecca thought she benefited more in grammar “because of being afraid of being 

laughed at, like using a wrong word or spelling or grammar.” Jennifer mentioned for 

speaking “because you know your own ideas that you can write about, and then you 

know what you are going to say.” Jean thought online discussions helped with practicing 

communication because she could “know more about my [her] classmates, feel fine to 

chat with foreigners, and really use the terms or vocabulary from the textbook in a real 

context.” Moreover, Vincent and Winnie mentioned it helped them think. Vincent thought 

his speed of thinking improved because when he read a message, he had to think fast and 

look for the right words to react fast. Similar comments were made by Diana and Karen. 

Diana supported Vincent’s idea, by saying, “at the beginning I needed time to think how 

to express my ideas, and then the more I did, the less time I needed to express my ideas.” 

Karen learned alternative ways of expression by reading her group members’ messages. 

“If I have to say, I will say the way of expressing my ideas. I learned another way to 

express an idea. I didn’t know I could express it that way until I saw someone used it.” 

In addition to language skills, the pace of online discussion was a big issue for the 

students from any level groups. Many students reported that when their messages were 

too late to post, they tended to erase them (Jennifer, Vincent, Nina, and Winnie) or 

responded “Yes, I agree” (Bonnie) instead. Zoe gave a good explanation for this 

phenomenon.  



 156

My group members seemed to misunderstand what I meant and why I said that, 
because my messages were too far apart. The topics changed so fast that some 
people could only just say yes because some people with higher proficiency had 
led the discussion to other topics. 
 

In fact, many situations were like those that Bess, with a strong sense of her language 

barrier, described, “While I was using the online dictionary for some words, the topic had 

shifted already. When I finally got the right word from the dictionary, I did not use it after 

all.” Vincent attributed this fast pace to time limitations.   

I also worried that when I replied to earlier messages, people would get confused 
and would consider me strange, like, why are you still on that issue? We were 
done that one long time ago. Sometimes this situation caused confusion, 
especially when time was limited. 

Such confusion was also vividly described by Zoe, 

When one idea came out, group members talked about it vaguely and did not 
really touch on the key point of the question. Some members tended to say a lot 
but when people gave ideas and replied to others’ comments at the same time, 
the discussion became chaotic. They were often off topic. Before I sent out my 
messages to reply to someone’s idea, there were 7 or 8 messages in-between. 
And when you wanted to talk to someone, you needed to address that person’s 
name. It was so troublesome. And when you sent out your message, no one 
replied. I felt everyone was talking to himself. 

 
She then continued to draw an ideal picture about how to solve the pace problem by 

suggesting that a group leader could maintain the pace of discussion. 

If everyone needs to offer one point, I think there should be an order or 
arrangement, like who says first and everyone replies or comments on it. And 
then the second person gives his point, and everyone responds. I think each 
group needs a group leader. 

 
 

Findings Confirming the Categories in the Open-Ended Items of the Questionnaire 

Like the open-ended items, the interviewees were asked their opinions about 

strengths and weaknesses of using online discussion in a language class. When talking 
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about the strengths, many interviewees confirmed that they had learned to chat in English 

(Bess, Jean), exchange ideas immediately (Felicia), or use an online dictionary quickly 

(Karen, Tiffany, Jennifer). Vincent thought “the greatest is everyone can participate in the 

discussion,” but to Bonnie “Brainstorming is one of the greatest strength.” One surprising 

function of using online discussion was found in Bess’ confession: “Typing could wake 

me up since this was a morning class because I usually slept late.”  

Another interesting finding mentioned in the open-ended section of the 

questionnaire was confirmed in the interviews. Many interviewees across the three level 

groups agreed that online discussion could encourage friendship among students in a chat. 

When sharing his overall experience of using online discussion, Vincent said, “I chat with 

my friends abroad or close friends at home, but this online discussion activity forced 

everyone to discuss with friends not so close to them.” In a sense, Vincent was reporting 

on getting to know classmates not so close to him through the online discussion. Bess 

admitted that “Using MSN Messenger was like chatting with friends, and if using MSN 

Messenger in class, it would promote friendship among classmates. I felt that was great.” 

When comparing the difference between her experience of using online discussion in the 

first and last few rounds, Tiffany responded with cheers, “I felt that everyone seemed to 

hold back his ideas during the first few times, but at the later tries, I felt that everyone 

cared nothing and said a lot, like they were talking to a good friend.” 

Unsurprisingly, when being asked to compare online discussion with oral 

discussion, many interviewees pointed out a useful function of using online discussion in 

class—concentration during discussion. Rebecca described the concentration during 
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online discussion as crucial:  

During oral discussion, people were not discussing seriously. In online 
discussion, people were more focused. Because of not being familiar with their 
group members and afraid of being considered as not paying attention to the 
discussion, I felt more focused and sometimes felt forced to be more focused. 
 

Such concentration was also confirmed by Vincent. Karen even suffered from physical 

pain because of concentrating too much.  

During online discussion you have to be focused and you don’t want to miss 
something. Even though you couldn’t keep up with the speed, you would still 
keep reading. Because I had to be very focused on reading, I sometimes felt so 
tense that my shoulder hurt.”  
 

As to the weaknesses of using online discussion, these interviewees elaborated on 

answers other had provided in the open-ended questionnaire. First, discussion topics were 

criticized by students from all level groups. Although there were two topics in each 

online discussion, they hoped “The themes in each topic could be more diverse, not just 

one topic, like the time for politics” (Bess) and “Discussion topics could be more 

interesting, something people know more about, like current news or facts” (Nina). Zoe 

even clearly pointed out that “The difference between using online discussions at the 

beginning and at the end [of the semester] was the topics. If topics were interesting, 

people would talk a lot.” During my observations, I found some students opened new 

windows to do personal things at times, such as checking emails or surfing some picture 

websites.  They either switched back to the discussion windows or stopped surfing by 

closing them when I approached to them. However, as Diana said, “As to topics, it’s hard 

to find a topic that fits everyone’s need.” 

Next, many interviewees also referred to group dynamics in each group. They 
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complained about too many people in one group. Tiffany portrayed the picture clearly. 

Once I knew the group list, if there were more people I was familiar with, I 
could easily express my opinion. Because we knew each other, we could easily 
come up with something, like talking to my good friends. But, if there were 
many people I didn’t know very much or who were quiet, they were very likely 
to say nothing and it was hard to drag myself to say something. 

 
This phenomenon was criticized by Jean. “Classmates often formed in small groups 

themselves. They often talked to their close friends and did not pay attention to others.” 

Zoe then came up with the suggestion “I think having 4 to 5 people in a group is the 

best.” Vincent also recommended,  

The teacher could plant one student with high proficiency in each group and let 
this student help his/her group member’s proficiency. When people came to an 
unfamiliar word and students with low proficiency don’t know a word, they 
would ask and students with higher proficiency could answer. I think if we could 
slow down the pace by having more groups, the discussion might benefit 
students with low proficiency and they wouldn’t give up in the end. 

 

Further, suggestions for teaching strategies were also reported. Many interviewees 

remarked on instructional strategies to help students become more involved in online 

discussion. Vincent drew a constructive suggestion “I think the teacher can either give us 

the discussion questions one week beforehand or post them on the net a few days before 

for us to prepare the online discussion to come.” With many years of teaching elementary 

students English, Felicia drew a more subtle line for the instructor to improve his 

teaching. 

I think the teacher could give us more info like websites for us to think, and then 
the content of discussion would be meaningful. Teacher knew what the goal of 
the class is and it is easier for Teacher to find good info for students to discuss. 
The discussion should be in steps, like giving students questions beforehand, or 
asking them to come up with 3 questions, and then they start to discuss. 
Everyone shares one of their questions and discuss. Therefore, the content would 



 160

be meaningful. As long as Teacher thought the question was meaningful and 
could give students something to think, he should put the question into the 
instruction.  

 
Felicia continued to elaborate her ideas. 
 

Teacher can give one question for students to think about at home. Students need 
to read the textbook and search for an answer. Otherwise, students will get bored 
and even check email during the discussion. Teacher can ask students to do some 
homework before the discussion, and then after the discussion, teacher can ask 
students to write an essay about the content of their discussion, or come up with 
one question and try to answer that question in an essay.  

 
 

Other Findings Generated from the Interviews 

In addition to the categories that emerged from the close- and open-ended 

questionnaire, other interesting categories were evident from my analysis of the 

interviews: the difference between face-to-face and online discussions, computer facility 

problems, and transferability from online discussion to subsequent tasks.  

While asking them to compare their experience of group discussion in face-to-

face to online discussion, most of the interviewees felt that online discussion was better 

than face-to-face discussion. For example, Tiffany said, “Compared to regular discussion 

activity, MSN gave many people the chance to talk at the same time. Many opinions were 

generated. In oral discussion, it was always one person who talked.” “During oral 

discussion, people were not discussing seriously. In online discussion, people were more 

focused” (Rebecca). “Compared with regular discussion, where we used Chinese a lot 

and chatted a lot, during online discussion, we still chatted, but at least we all used 

English” (Karen). However, the opposite voice also appeared in the interviews. Felicia 

offered her value of why she thought face-to-face discussion would be better.  
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MSN is a current trend. This will not be rejected by students. I feel fine using 
English to chat in MSN Messenger because we major in English. However, I 
think oral discussion is better because I like real group interaction. MSN 
Messenger can’t really help improve personal interaction. If only interacting 
with computers, people will lack interpersonal interaction and became 
indifferent. We can’t live behind a computer. People need real interaction. 

 
Another finding was about problems with MSN Messenger itself. Two kinds of 

technical problems were mentioned: the scroll problem and log-in problem. Many 

interviewees complained that the scroll in MSN Messenger went down to the newest 

message whenever a new message was posted. “The windows did not give users any 

chance to read certain messages because the curser would automatically go down to the 

newest messages” (Jean). Winnie, Vincent, Diana, Nina, and Karen all confirmed that 

they could not use the scroll to go back to read some earlier messages because the scroll 

kept sending them down to a new message. The other technical problem occurred to 

Bonnie. “As to MSN, the only problem is that I had a log-in problem and I was the group 

leader.” The job of group leader was to invite his or her group members into a chatroom 

for group discussion. The failure to log in made Bonnie anxious for a short period of time 

because all the class was waiting for each group leader to form his or her chatroom group 

before the class started to discuss. In fact, during my observation, several students also 

suffered from the same problem, such as Gill and Sally who were not interviewed. They 

could not log in before the discussion or suddenly were disconnected from the MSN 

server. I then allowed them to use my ID to join their group discussions. 

The last interesting finding was that quite a few interviewees, with some 

sheepishness, expressed that they used the ideas produced in online discussion in their 

subsequent speeches and essays. These users were represented in all the three level 
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groups. When Winnie in the low level group mentioned the strength of online discussion, 

she claimed, “Online discussion did help me compose ideas for the later speech and 

essays. It helped me review the concepts or words that I learned. I also borrowed the 

ideas I liked from the online discussions.” Tiffany in the middle level group, when 

sharing her overall opinion about online discussion, reported,   

Because we had a speech or essay afterwards, we could understand other 
people’s opinions through discussion especially when I had no opinion about the 
topics. Then I could accept or adapt or adopt the ideas. Some people’s ideas were 
quite interesting. If their ideas were relevant, I would borrow their ideas, like for 
topics on the election… Zoe’s and Norma’s ideas were quite good and 
constructive. In brief, the online discussion helped me a lot. It helped to organize 
my ideas for the later speech and essay. 
 

A similar thought was expressed by Bonnie. In words that seemed to imply she felt  some 

guilt about her actions, she shared the exact process of how she used the ideas from the 

online discussions.  

I tended to use everyone’s ideas into my essay and speeches. I copied and pasted 
the content of discussion, especially the key point and sent it to my email 
account. When I prepared my speech or essay, I read the discussion one more 
time. Actually, I came up with this strategy after the midterm. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 

Many researchers have investigated the nature of CMC in language learning 

settings from various perspectives, such as language output, class participation, attitude 

and motivation associated with CMC, and anxiety in CMC settings. These studies also 

have reported on the outcomes of individual class sessions, such as the studies of 

Beauvois (1994-5), Kern (1995), and Sullivan and Pratt (1996), or students’ use of 

particular discourse features, like the studies of Chun (1994), Darhower (2002), and Ma 

(1996).  

The present study was intended to explore quantitatively the relationship between 

EFL students’ academic achievement levels and their reaction to the use of SCMC, and to 

investigate qualitatively how these college students responded to and were influenced 

from participating in SCMC in subsequent written and oral language tasks. To achieve 

these goals, I observed seven synchronous online discussions across the whole semester 

of a group of college seniors learning English in Taiwan, randomly assigned to different 

groups each time. According to students’ academic achievement levels, I analyzed on 

their language output produced during the discussions in terms of the number of words, 

lexical richness, lexical density, and syntactic complexity. In addition, I analyzed in detail 

students’ online discussion transcripts and their subsequent speech and essay 

performances, in order to find the connection between these two data sources. Further, I 

investigated these students’ responses to the SCMC instruction in this formal class with a 
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45-item questionnaire and face-to-face interview with 13 of the 50 students. This design 

permitted me to conduct a close examination of how these EFL students benefited from 

the instruction of using SCMC in class in language use, transferring what they had 

learned to subsequent tasks, and their affective and attitudinal responses to the use of 

SCMC as a language learning tool. 

In this chapter, I provide a summary of the findings of this study and then discuss 

the results. Next, some limitations of the study are noted along with implications for 

theory and future research as well as for pedagogical practices.  

 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

In this section, I present a summary of findings along with a discussion 

connecting these to the existing literature according to my three research questions.  

 
Research Question 1: How do EFL students at different English language academic 
achievement levels differentially respond to SCMC discussions across the semester 
in terms of the number of words, lexical richness, lexical density, and syntactic 
complexity? 
 

The purpose of the first research question was to investigate differences in the 

language used in online discussions across the semester for students at different academic 

achievement levels. To analyze the four dependent variables, a 3 (Achievement Levels) x 

6 (Times of Discussions) two-way repeated measure analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

used for each variable. The reason for not using the seventh discussion was that many 

students were missing from class in the last week of the semester. Because the first and 

second, the third and fourth, and the fifth and sixth discussions were generated from three 
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chapters, and I also wondered if students’ language might be influenced by the chapter 

topics instead of the six discussions, a 3 (Achievement Levels) x 3 (Chapters) two-way 

repeated measure ANOVA was also conducted for each dependent variable, using 

students’ mean scores across the two discussions in each chapter as the data source for the 

analysis.  

With an estimated inter-rater reliability of .99 for the dependent variable of 

number of words, although the mean of each achievement level group was different from 

the others, I found no group (main) effect or group by discussion (interaction) effect. 

Similarly, there were no group or interaction effects in the 3 level x 3 chapter design. 

However, there were discussion and chapter effects, respectively. I found six comparisons 

of discussions across the six online discussions reached a significant level and that the 

mean of Chapter One was significantly different from Chapter Three. 

The next dependent variable, Lexical Richness, referred to the number of different 

words that students produced in discussions. Scoring had a .98 inter-rater reliability. Like 

the result for the Number of Words, I found no main or interaction effect in both designs 

for Lexical Richness. However, there were also discussion and a chapter effects. Three 

significant differences of pairwise discussion comparisons were found and the 

comparisons between Chapters One and Two and between Chapters One and Three were 

significantly different from each other. 

Consistent with previous dependent variables, no main or interaction effects were 

found for Lexical Density. Lexical Density referred to the number of content words and 

had an estimated inter-rater reliability of .99. Again, three pairwise comparisons of 
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discussion and the comparison between Chapter One and Three were significantly 

different.  

Not surprisingly, no group or interaction effects but a discussion effect were found 

for Syntactic Complexity. Two comparisons of discussions were found significantly 

different. However, there was no significant pairwise comparison in the chapter effect 

though the p value was very close to a significant level (p = .057). Seeing that the score 

for Syntactic Complexity involved the numbers of independent and dependent clauses the 

students produced, more specifically, the denominator of the formula was a combination 

of both clauses, the emergent question was: Did this discussion effect arise from the 

independent clauses or from the dependent clauses? I re-ran the 3 x 6 and 3 x 3 analyses 

with independent and dependent clauses separately as dependent measures. While no 

significant difference in the pairwise comparisons was found in the result for independent 

clauses, four differences were found in the analysis of dependent clauses (p < .02). In 

brief, the discussion effect in the Syntactic Complexity dependent variable seemed 

derived from the number of dependent clauses that students produced across the six 

discussions.  

In sum, results indicated that no significant difference neither between the three 

academic achievement groups nor group by discussion interactions across the six 

discussions for the four dependent variables. However, a discussion effect was found 

across the six discussions for each dependent variable as well as across the three chapters, 

except for Syntactic Complexity. As the analysis showed, Discussion 5 was most often 

the discussion that differed from other discussions across the four dependent variables. At 
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the beginning of the semester, I was expecting that students’ language use, as measured 

by the four dependent variables, would gradually increase as the six discussions took 

place. Nevertheless, results were more mixed (see Figure 4.1, 4.3, 4.5, and 4.7), with 

Discussion 5 showing the highest scores and Discussion 3 the second highest. This result 

seemed to indicate that most students tended to participate more in these two discussions, 

perhaps because of the discussion topics. More specifically, the topics in these two 

discussions may have been more interesting to students because these were the first 

discussions of Chapter Two and Chapter Three, respectively. Because the topic was new, 

students may have had more ideas to contribute on the issues related to the chapters. 

Maybe because the topics assigned for Discussions 4 and 6, both discussions that were on 

the same chapters as Discussions 3 and 5, were based on issues that had already been 

broached in the previous discussions, students seemed less enthusiastic for these 

discussions. These possible reasons may have led to students producing less language 

output in the later discussions of each chapter.  

These findings seemed to indicate that the topic of each discussion had a great 

influence on students’ language output. In other words, different discussion topics 

stimulated students to perform differently. For some topics, students produced more 

words, used more different words and content words, and adapted more complex 

sentences. This result was also supported with students’ responses to the questionnaire 

and interviews. They reflected that some topics were too serious, not interesting to 

discuss, and they suggested that topics in the future should be easier to understand and 

more related to the real life. During the interview, Nina suggested, “Discussion topics 
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could be more interesting, something people know more about, like current news or fact.” 

Zoe even more clearly stated that “The difference between using online discussions at the 

beginning and at the end [of the semester] was up to topics. If topics were interesting, 

people would talk a lot.” To these students, the familiarity and attractiveness of a topic 

was crucial for them to decide if they wanted to participate more.  

Although many language researchers would likely agree that there were other 

ways to measures students’ language proficiency rather than through the use of a 

standardized test (Cziko, 1980; Hudson, 1982; Raymond, 1993), one issue I faced in this 

study was how I could operationalize language proficiency. The lack of any significant 

effect for achievement level groups indicated that SCMC did not differentially affect the 

learning of EFL students at different academic achievement levels across the four 

dependent measures, even though students’ educational background represented a wide 

spectrum. Quite a few students had graduated from business junior colleges. In Taiwan, 

these students usually have less facility with English. Because of their limitations in 

English language, they made up the bulk of the low level group and I had expected that 

SCMC would affect these students differently than those in the high level group. 

However, results indicated that they did not perform worse than others. Several reasons 

may account for this. First, the way that I grouped students may not have been 

appropriate. The language proficiency of students in the low level group may not have 

been truly lower than the other groups, and the students in the high level group did not 

outperform those in the other groups. Students’ grades may not be regarded as an 

adequate measure of language proficiency. Second, although students’ language 
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proficiency seemed to be poles apart according to their educational backgrounds, it is 

possible that their language proficiencies were not very different. Because they had all 

passed the entrance exam to enter the department, their English competencies were 

supposed to have reached a certain level. After one year of studying English, the 

differences may have become less. For example, students from business junior college 

backgrounds may have studied harder to get better scores, whereas students from 

language junior colleges might underestimate the challenges they faced and not studied as 

well as they needed to.  

Another interesting finding emerged when examining Figure 4.1, 4.3, 4.5, and 4.7. 

For the first three dependent variables, the lines of the three academic achievement levels 

were always apart from each other. That is, the line for the low level group was always 

lower than the other groups, and the line for the high level group was never lower than 

that of the other two groups. However, in Figure 4.7 for Syntactic Complexity, the line 

for the low level group was almost always higher than the lines of other groups, whereas 

the line for the high group fell between the lines for the low and middle level groups, 

even though the high level group produced the highest number of clauses. Table 4.4 

indicated that although the high level group produced the highest number of dependent 

clauses, they produced even more independent clauses. In contrast, as the low level group 

produced fewer dependent clauses than the high and middle level groups, the low level 

group produced many fewer independent clauses than the other groups. Therefore, the 

Syntactic Complexity ratio for the low level group necessarily was higher than the ratios 

for the other groups.  
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Two CMC studies relate to the present research question. In his counter-balanced 

repeated measures study, Warschauer (1996) compared 16 ESL students’ language 

complexity produced in both face-to-face and electronic discussions, by using a type-

token ratio (the total number of different words divided by the total number of words) and 

a coordination index (the number of independent clause coordination divided by the total 

number of combined clauses). He found that students in the electronic discussions 

generated significantly more complex language than in face-to-face discussions. More 

importantly, comparing the performance of SCMC, ACMC, and face-to-face discussion 

groups in three subsequent large-class oral discussions, Abrams (2003) analyzed the 

results by using four dependent variables the number of communicative units, lexical 

richness, lexical density, and syntactic complexity. She found that students in the control 

and SCMC groups significantly outperformed those in ACMC groups in terms of the 

number of words, and that students in SCMC groups significantly produced more 

communicative units than those in ACMC groups. However, no significant differences 

were found in lexicons and syntactic complexity.  

There are several similarities and differences between Warschauer’s study and 

mine, and Abrams’ study and mine. We all investigated language output of students in 

SCMC groups. Although I adapted the four dependent variables from these two studies 

for my analysis, I did not find any significant difference because the nature of my study 

was not the same as theirs. First, Warschauer compared the difference between students’ 

production in both face-to-face and SCMC discussions whereas Abrams focused on her 

students’ language performance in the subsequent whole class oral discussions. By 
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contrast, I examined the language output produced by students across six SCMC sessions 

because the focus was to investigate the instruction using SCMC discussions for students 

of different academic achievement levels.  

Second, using the same dependent variables, Warschauer found significant 

differences in lexical richness and syntactic complexity, and Abrams found significant 

differences in the number of words and number of communicative units. Although I did 

not found any significant differences across achievement level groups in any of four 

dependent variables, I found a discussion effect across the four variables. This effect 

implied that topics in each discussion played an important role in the course of students’ 

participating in the discussions, stimulating more language for some topics and less for 

others. Thus, these dependent variables showed sensitivity to some effects, in this case 

the topic of discussion.  

Third, when analyzing the results for the four dependent variables, it was clear 

that for the first three variables, the higher the scores a student received, the better his or 

her language output was. However, for Syntactic Complexity, this claim seemed doubtful. 

In the present study, the effect on syntactic complexity seemed to derive from dependent 

clauses, not from independent clauses. Because of this result, using Syntactic Complexity 

to evaluate students’ language complexity may not always be appropriate. During real-

time online discussions, it is reasonable for L2 learners to use simple rather than complex 

sentences, no matter what level they are in. When doing so, it is hard to claim that the 

higher score students receive, the more complex sentences they produce in their language 

output. As the present study showed (see Figure 4.7), students in the low level group 
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obtained higher scores than those in the other level groups and students in the high level 

group performed in between, although none of the differences between groups were 

significant. In an exploratory analysis, one reason that students in the low level group 

seemed to produce higher values for Syntactic Complexity was that they tended to use the 

phrase “I think” proportionally more often them students in other groups before starting 

their own opinions. However, this statement needs further analysis and support.  

A final point is that the lack of an effect of achievement level groups or any 

interaction between group and the six discussions for all four dependent variables may 

not necessarily be disadvantageous. In addition to the possibility that the groups may not 

have been different enough from each other to show an effect or that my language 

measures may have been insensitive to group level differences, another possible 

explanation may be that students with higher facility in English become models for those 

with less knowledge. As they were engaged in online discussion, it is possible that the 

language of students in the lower achievement level group may have been raised in their 

interactions with individuals with greater language proficiency. In this case, the 

differences among the level groups become less, leading to no significant differences in 

language use. Such a result would be a welcome finding that would recommend the use 

of CMC to language teachers. 

 

Research Question 2: What did students transfer what they had learned from 
SCMC discussions to the subsequent essay and oral tasks they encountered?  
 

As I presented in Chapter Four, most students, to a greater or lesser extent, used 

their own or borrowed their group members’ ideas for subsequent essays and speeches. 



 173

For example, Wanda used an idea she had mentioned in discussion as the main theme of 

her essay by pretending to be Mr. Pon trapped in a sex scandal incident. She also adopted 

her group members’ ideas. For example, she borrowed Nina’s idea of feeing 

“embarrassed” but used “shame” instead to describe her present feeling toward the 

incident. She also used the noun phrase “high rating” contributed by Nina to complain 

about the cause of the media’s bad behavior. Having discussed the actress trying to 

blackmail Mr. Pon, Wanda unexpectedly asked her readers not to trust women even 

though she herself was a woman. Apparently, the transferred ideas were not limited to a 

certain level. Such a phenomenon of using one’s own ideas or borrowing other people’s 

ideas not only took place in students’ essays. Teresa chose to talk about the example of 

Mr. Pon in her speech when she felt she needed more ideas or examples to state her 

opinions about personal privacy.  

Following a close analysis of Wanda’s example, I presented the ideas transferred 

from online discussions to subsequent oral and written tasks in three dimensions, by 

examining the transcripts of seven online discussions and students’ corresponding essays 

and speeches. The ideas transferred could come from different origins (the textbook, the 

discussion handouts, and the online discussions themselves), occur at different levels 

(vocabulary, phrase, and opinion, and maybe reflection), and be used by different people 

(the idea initiator, discussants, and borrowers). I provided examples for these three 

dimensions from both students’ essays and speeches. These findings echoed the findings 

in Huang’s (1999) study.  

Strictly speaking, the ideas transferred at the opinion level were not simply about 
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personal opinions. As Example 25 showed, Bonnie even copied several sentences of her 

classmates word-for-word as produced in the online discussion. Bonnie confessed in her 

interview that she had used this technique after the midterm exam copying and pasting 

the content of online discussions into a word file and sending it to her own email account. 

Then, she could use the content in her essays and speeches. She also pointed out that 

other classmates did the same thing, such as Wanda. One interesting thing is that when 

Bonnie reviewed the content, she seemed only to focus on ideas themselves, not 

grammatically correct sentences or phrases. She often copied the wrong words or 

expressions of the sentences that she chose for her essay or speech.  

Transferring ideas to subsequent tasks was confirmed from other students. In 

addition to Bonnie and Wanda, several students also mentioned that they used their group 

members’ ideas in their tasks. This sort of borrowing occurred across all three academic 

achievement levels. Winnie in the low level group said that she borrowed the ideas or 

concepts she liked from online discussions for her speeches and essays. Tiffany in the 

middle level group admitted that she adopted her group members’ ideas, like Zoe’s or 

Norma’s, who were quite opinionated in every discussion, especially when she had no 

opinions herself about the topics assigned. To her, online discussions helped her to 

organize and generate ideas for the coming speeches and essays.  

Although many CMC researchers have mentioned that it may progressively 

transfer students’ written competence to their speaking competence (Chun, 1994), “serve 

as a bridge from spoken interaction to written composition” (Warschauer, 1996, p.22), 

and “bridge the gap between oral and written communication” (Beauvois, 1998, p. 213), 
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only one study experimentally explored this issue. Investigating the connection between 

17 students’ prewriting written discussions and their subsequent essays, Huang (1999) 

found that more than 78% of the students reported in interviews and questionnaires that 

they had used the ideas in prewriting synchronous discussion in their later writing 

assignments. They often made some changes smaller than a paragraph or a paragraph-

level change, rather than a topic change. She also reported that while constructing their 

essays, students used textual information from the school’s library or their homes, their 

own ideas, ideas from friends, classmates outside of the writing groups, such as 

roommates, textbook used in class and handouts, and ideas in prewriting written 

discussions. Although her students attributed the effectiveness of the instruction using 

SCMC to the insufficient time for discussion, Huang’s study provided an in-depth 

understanding of how ideas can transfer from online discussions to subsequent essay 

tasks.  

Even though I found similar results about the transferability in SCMC, Huang’s 

(1999) design was different from mine. Huang reported that her students used ideas from 

the prewriting online discussions at a paragraph level or smaller than a paragraph level. 

They also used ideas from different sources, such as the textbook and handouts, other 

than the prewriting online discussions. They also used their own ideas as well as 

borrowed other classmates’ ideas. In my opinion, they indeed transferred ideas in three 

dimensions. In fact, Huang even found more origins for the ideas used by students. 

However, two differences were noted between Huang’s study and mine. First, my design 

allowed students to complete subsequent tasks immediately after their online discussions. 
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Students only had a 10-minute break between the discussion and tasks, and they only had 

70 minutes to compose their essays. In contrast, Huang allowed her students to write their 

essays at home and turned them in at the next class session. Students had more time to 

search for relevant information, and construct and revise their essays.  

 In contrast to Huang’s study focusing on the relationship between SCMC and 

students’ written essays, the present study also explored the connection between SCMC 

and students’ speeches. In the previous chapter, the transfer in three dimensions also 

occurred in students’ speeches. Compared with the essay task requiring students to write 

200 to 250 word essays in 70 minutes, the speech task only lasted two to two and a half 

minutes per student. Although the time for each speech was much shorter than the time 

for an essay, the speech task was not easier in any way. Students were under the pressure 

of short preparation time and often seemed to experience a high level of performance 

anxiety. They needed to listen to other speakers and pay attention to speech evaluation 

criteria set by the instructor, like using keywords, eye contact, and so on, along with 

giving an understandable speech within two and a half minutes. It is reasonable to think 

that the later performers had an advantage because they had listened to several speeches 

by the time it was their turn and they had more time to prepare their speech. However, 

they needed to prepare three topics because they did not know which topic they would 

draw. In fact, some students preferred to volunteer early to give their speech. Usually, the 

last few performers were students in the low academic achievement level. With so many 

things needing to take care of, students tended to transfer fewer ideas from online 

discussions into their speeches, compared with their essays. Nevertheless, even into their 
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speeches, the online written discussions had an effect.  

As Beauvois (1998) proposed, SCMC “seems to bridge the gap between oral and 

written communication for a number of students, allowing them to benefit more fully 

from the language learning” (p. 213). Students in the present study seemed to benefit 

from SCMC by pulling the ideas from different origins, organizing the ideas in different 

levels, and then expressing their organized thoughts in essays and speeches. As Chun 

(1994) hoped, students’ written work seemed to gain from SCMC transferring to their 

spoken competence.  

 
 
Research Question 3: What are EFL students’ responses toward SCMC discourse? 
Do they at different academic achievement levels believe SCMC helps them learn 
English? Do they feel SCMC really helps them prepare for the subsequent tasks? 
 

Data sources for this research question came from the 43 responses to the 

questionnaire and 13 interviews. The questionnaire was designed for anonymity because I 

wanted students to report their true thoughts about the instructional use of SCMC in class; 

therefore, I could not analyze students’ responses according to their academic 

achievement levels. However, I could do so when presenting data from interviews. The 

purpose of the interview was to provide an in-depth understanding and to examine the 

consistency of the results from the questionnaire.   

In the aspect of students’ emotional responses to the use of SCMC, because MSN 

Messenger was familiar, relaxing, free, and convenient for them, most students reported 

feeling less pressure and nervousness across the semester, comfortable with letting group 

members know their individual messages, and interested in what their group members 
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wrote in MSN Messenger. This result matched those in many CMC studies (Chun, 1994; 

Kern, 1995; Schallert & Wade, 2004; Smith, 2003; Young, 2003; Warschauer, 1996). 

They even felt that they were talking to native English speakers. However, even though 

most students reported in the questionnaire that they felt comfortable with using MSN 

Messenger in English, some interviewees revealed the other side of story across the three 

levels. Some in the low level group felt panicked because their minds turned blank even 

though they had studied intensely the night before the online discussion. Some in the 

middle level group mentioned the problem of attention overloaded. Some in the high 

level group worried about making mistakes and felt they focused on reading so hard that 

their bodies ached. When addressing the flow of messages, half of the students reported 

in the questionnaire that they felt overwhelmed and that discussion was chaotic, the same 

result as reported by Moran (1991) and Susser (1993). They often felt that when they 

were ready to post their messages, the topic had shifted, and then they had to erase a 

message that might have taken them quite a long time to compose. They also felt 

frustrated when they saw that their ideas had been posted by other group members and 

then decided not to post their messages. Similar results have been reported in other 

studies (Bohlke, 2003; Bump, 1990; Colomb & Simutis, 1996; Huang, 1998b). Because 

the pace of the discussion was fast and so much information flowed in the process, some 

students suggested in the questionnaire and interviews that the teacher should assign a 

group leader with the task of keeping order in who gets to post. 

As for motivation, the questionnaire showed that grading the discussion content 

influenced students’ participation. Students felt more interested in the instruction using 
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MSN Messenger than face-to-face discussions. The open-ended questionnaire and 

interviews readdressed this issue and revealed that the students, especially those in the 

low level group, could chat in English and learn more about grammar and structure. They 

also thought online discussion made them pay more attention to current news for the 

reason that they might use information in their online discussion. Online discussion even 

made them focus more in class and helped them keep awake, away from tuning out or 

sleeping due to boring face-to-face instruction. In other words, students were more 

enthusiastic and able to concentrate on discussion (Sullivan & Pratt, 1996). 

When speaking of the usefulness of using the online discussion for class, the 

questionnaire showed that students felt it helped their language learning, mainly for 

speaking and writing. Although they thought the flow of messages was very fast, they 

could still read and write at their own pace. Overall, half of the students thought they 

gained confidence to give a speech or write an essay after the online discussion. In 

addition, while using online discussion, students also reflected that they could use an 

online dictionary at the same time, brainstorm and hear voices from other perspectives, 

have more time to examine and edit what they were going to post, think in English, find a 

better way to express their ideas, and organize their opinions in a short period of time. 

These strengths offered students a chance to organize their own opinions or borrow their 

group members’ ideas for subsequent writing and speech tasks. It seemed that students 

not only refined their English by expressing ideas more effectively, but even thought 

critically as the discussion developed (Lee, 1999) and took a closer look at topics or 

questions during the discussion (Warschauer, 1996). As a socio-constructivist perspective 
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would predict, students’ interaction was scaffolded by sharing their opinions with each 

other (Bonk & Cunningham, 1998), enriching their discussion content and broadening 

their views. Interestingly, this discussion was continued into the class break time and 

after class when students told me informally that they often continued to discuss the 

topics even as they visited the restroom in order to get more information for later tasks. In 

short, as Beauvois (1994-5) suggested, online discussion seemed useful to them to learn 

English. However, the convenience of instruction using online discussion also brought up 

some problems. As Kelm (1992) reported, students were likely to copy and paste other 

students’ words without paying attention to the correctness of those words in the online 

chatroom. Similar results were found in my study. Bonnie in her interview mentioned that 

she tended to save the content of the discussion and read it again before she wrote her 

essays. When transferring ideas into her essays, she copied the exact same sentences 

produced by her group members in the discussion, including grammatical errors.  

In fact, such a copy and paste practice might not be a problem, but instead 

represent learning. As mentioned in the previous chapters, an individual’s learning begins 

when interacting with others by negotiating meanings (Wells, 1987). With conflict and 

disturbance during the process of learning (Almasi, 1995; Chan, Burtis, & Bereiter, 1997), 

a student developed the need of engagement as well as an open mind to accept new ideas 

(Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Schallert et al., 2004). He or she then appropriates and 

internalizes what he or she has learned from interaction (Vygotsky, 1981). Many 

researchers have explored the learning process in CMC settings (Bonk & Cunningham, 

1998; Schallert et al., 2003-2004; Schallert et al., 2004 Yang et al., in press). When an 
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online discussion is taking place, participants exchange ideas on an issue with request, 

clarification (Chun, 1994), or dissention and assertion (Sullivan, 1998). They finally 

reconstruct and internalize the expended knowledge of the issue. Such a learning process 

may also have occurred in the present study. To continue the Bonnie example, she learned 

new ideas about the target issue by participating the discussion through reading other 

group members’ comments and responding with her own ideas. She then saved the 

content of the discussion afterwards and continued her learning by going back to read 

through it, looking for good arguments provided by others for her essays. She not only 

used her own ideas in her essays, but also others’ arguments because she may have been 

persuaded by them and seen them as close to what she wanted to say. It is very likely that 

she felt that she could not address the argument better than her group members and 

decided to copy and paste the arguments into her essay. Such a process of internalization 

is often seen in learning a first language when a baby imitates the language heard from 

parents and others. 

An issue worth discussing was the social interaction among these students. Many 

students commented that online discussions offered them a chance to talk with classmates 

with whom they were not familiar. Although they had been studying together for one year, 

they often stayed with classmates from similar educational backgrounds and did not have 

enough chance to talk with everyone in class. Online discussion allowed them to know 

more unfamiliar classmates and promoted existing friendships. In this view, each student 

had to contribute some ideas, as Vincent mentioned, and might feel freer to chat as if 

among good friends as Tiffany said in her interview. This more equal participation has 
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also been frequently reported in previous CMC studies (Beauvois, 1994-5; Bohlke, 2003; 

Kelm, 1998; Kern, 1995; Kim, 1998; Smith, 2003; Sullivan, 1998; Warschauer, 1996, 

1997; Warschauer, Turbee, & Robert, 1996). 

Another interesting finding was students’ feedback about group size. Some felt 

the group size was too big so that too many messages flowed by on the screen and made 

the discussion chaotic and inefficient because messages that were supposed to be together 

were separated by many other messengers. Although students could have asked questions 

for clarification and there was evidence that they did so, and although they learned to use 

the name of the person to whom they were responding, they still felt confused at times. 

This problem became worse when they could not go back to read earlier messages 

because the screen cursor automatically rolled down to the bottom when the newest 

message arrived. Some students even suggested that four to five people in a group would 

be better.  

Although no group or interaction effects were found in the present study, the 

discussion effect showed the influence of topics of discussion. This study also presented 

from where, in what level and from whom students transferred the ideas into their 

subsequent language tasks. From the analysis of the questionnaire and interviews, 

students’ responses to the instruction using online discussion were revealed. These 

findings also revealed limitations of this study and some suggestions for future studies, to 

which I turn next.  
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The process of conducting this study and analyzing the data collected pointed to 

several factors that limit the conclusions that can be drawn. First, it is important to 

remember that the study I conducted was not a full experimental test of the effectiveness 

of the use of SCMC in the language classroom. As is often true when one attempts to 

incorporate an instructional innovation into a real setting, I could not persuade the 

university administrators where I gathered data to allow me to assign students randomly 

to two classrooms and then to use SCMC in one class so as to be able to compare the 

speech and essay performances of students who had had online discussion with those 

who had not. Such a design would have lent itself to causal claims about effectiveness. 

Instead, my design was meant to approximate such a comparison by tracking the progress 

of students of different achievement levels across the semester. I did not have a control 

group that did not receive any SCMC instruction but had I found significant group effects, 

I would have been able to conclude something about the effectiveness of incorporating 

SCMC in instruction for students of different levels of English language knowledge. 

Without any significant group or group by discussion effects, any causal claims about the 

effectiveness of this kind of instruction are unwarranted. 

Second, the most common problem students met during the discussions was the 

scroll problem within the MSN Messenger software. As mentioned earlier, students could 

not go back to read earlier messages by using the scrolling function in the chat window 

because the scroll kept moving down to show the latest message whenever a message was 

arrived. This not only made the pace of the discussion seem chaotic, but even made 
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students give up on responding to earlier messages. For this reason, I asked students to 

make the chat window extend to cover the whole screen and to make the font as small as 

possible to allow them to be able to read more messages. However, some students told 

me that they suffered from eye strain because of the small font and their intention to read 

fast.  

Another technical problem was related to logging in. I had some missing data due 

to this upsetting problem. During the seven online discussions, several students 

encountered different log in problems. Some students could not log in to their MSN 

Messenger accounts because of a temporary malfunction in the Internet service. I 

eventually allowed these students to use my ID to allow them to continue the discussion. 

However, when they reported this to me, their group discussion had usually already 

begun. When they moved to my computer and began to discuss, they had to remind the 

group leader of the new ID and this sometimes distracted the group. Sometimes this log 

in problem occurred in the middle of the discussion. This instability caused me to lose 

data and some participants.  

Another limitation of the present study was the researcher effect. Because the 

instructor, Mr. Liu, had administrative obligations, he sometimes needed to be excused 

from teaching. I then had to go up to the front of the room and become a co-teacher. My 

research orientation and inexperience in teaching this course may have influenced 

students’ learning of target vocabulary and concepts, their attitude toward the instruction 

using SCMC, as well as their truthfulness in reporting on their learning experiences when 

I became a researcher again.  



 185

The other limitation is that there were many missing data due to the early meeting 

time of this class, which made the number of participants sometimes small. This required 

course started at 9:10 in the morning. Because many students tended to stay up late and 

get up late, some students seemed to be habitually tardy. Even though they gave me their 

consent, I could not use their data because of their incomplete participation in online 

discussions. In addition, this insufficient participation also reduced the discussion input to 

their group.  

 

IMPLICATION FOR THEORY AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The present study was intended to investigate the language use of EFL students at 

different language academic achievement levels in SCMC discussions across the semester, 

the transferability of what they had learned from SCMC discussions to subsequent tasks, 

and their responses toward SCMC discourse. 

No group or interaction effects were found in this study, perhaps because there 

was a small number of participants in a single semester. A total of 33 students divided 

into three academic achievement groups may not be sufficient to find a significant 

difference across the four dependent measures. Because very few CMC studies have 

investigated the relationship between students’ academic achievement and their language 

use in CMC settings, future research may want to duplicate this design but use a larger 

number of participants or prolong the time of study. 

Although this study did not find any group or interaction effect, a discussion 

effect was found across the four dependent measures. This result indicated that different 
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discussion topics could influence students to perform differently. As the open-ended 

questionnaires and interviews revealed, topics that are not too serious but more related to 

current issues and students’ daily life seemed more interesting to students. Future 

researchers can investigate what type of discussion topics can motivate students more, 

such as compare and contrast, cause and effect, imaginative, or argumentative topics.  

Very little research has probed the specific transferability of what is learned in 

CMC to subsequent writing tasks, and none to subsequent speaking tasks. The present 

study confirmed Huang’s (1999) results that EFL learners transferred ideas from SCMC 

discussions to their subsequent essay tasks. However, the present study demonstrated 

further that what students transferred was more than just ideas generated from the 

discussion itself, but also those from the textbook and handouts. They also transferred 

ideas at the vocabulary, phrase, and opinion levels. As Huang pointed out, students not 

only used their own ideas generated in discussion, but also borrowed others’ ideas 

whether they had contributed to those discussions online or not. More interestingly, the 

same transfer process occurred in students’ speech performance. Because there have been 

so few studies exploring this issue, future research can explore the same transferability of 

language in other designs.   

An interesting finding from the questionnaires and interviews was that the 

familiarity with other students in a group affected students in their online discussions. 

Students reported that when they were grouped with people they knew well, they tended 

to talk more, but when they were with unfamiliar classmates, they tended to talk less or 

become speechless. Future research may explore whether such an effect is replicated, 
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whether students perform better in quantity and quality during online discussion when 

they are grouped with their intimate classmates than with classmates with whom they are 

not familiar, or when they are grouped with the same group members for the whole 

semester than with classmates randomly assigned for each online discussion. At the same 

time, it is important to remember that students appreciated the opportunity of getting to 

know classmates with whom they were less familiar, an opportunity afforded by the way 

and assigned students to groups for the online discussion.  

 

IMPLICATION FOR PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICE 

The findings of this study indicated that although there were no group or 

interaction effects, there was a discussion effect across the semester. This finding 

suggests that students performed differently according to whether or not they were 

interested in or familiar with the discussion topic. This result was supported by students’ 

responses to the questionnaires and interviews. Students felt that the discussion topics 

related to the textbook sometimes were not interesting to them because the topics were 

too serious, not easy to understand, not related to real life, so that they were unable to 

find anything to say or the right word to express their ideas, rendering them speechless. 

Reed (1989), investigating the relationship between discussion involvement and 

academic tasks, suggested that,  

Students may be more involved when they understand both the task and the 
content. Each must be meaningful and fit with the students’ prior knowledge. If 
either the task or the content is not clearly understood, creating a way to relate 
them to something the students has already learned or done will help to promote 
involvement. (p.164)  
 



 188

Such an involvement was reported earlier from students’ perspectives. In order to make 

online discussion more effective and efficient, students suggested that discussion topics 

could be given one week or few days earlier for them to de research and collect more 

relevant information. More efficiently, the teacher could ask students to come up with one 

question related to the topic of the week that would allow them to use the keywords 

newly learned, answer the question themselves, and turn in the question and answer 

before the online discussions. In this case, students would need to read through the 

textbook, re-learn the keywords, search for relevant news or information, and then come 

up with a manageable question with possible answers. In a way, they would prolong their 

learning of the target concepts and enrich the following online discussion. 

Huang (1999) recommended that the school make Internet-access facilities more 

accessible and reliable. That is, each participant, including students and the instructor, 

needs to have one available computer that has local network service for his/her group 

discussion. The computer also needs to have consistent maintenance to ensure that no 

technical difficulties, such as hardware and software application problems, will occur 

during the group discussion. In the present study, even though there were technicians 

maintaining the lab and computers, other technical problem still occurred, such as the 

scroll problem and log-in problem. Fortunately, the scroll problem does not occur in the 

new version of MSN Messenger anymore. Students now can chat in a big group without 

the frustration of not being able to read earlier messages. However, the log-in problem 

requires teachers to pay attention to the difficulties individual uses encounter discussing 

online. Teachers can open a few more MSN Messenger accounts before the first online 
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discussion. If any student encounters a log in problem, he or she can take over the extra 

account and join the discussion right away. Another relevant suggestion applies to how to 

deal with students’ tardiness. I found that when the last few students came in, they could 

not participate in the discussion right away because computers required time to warm up. 

Therefore, if a teacher can turn on more computers, when these students come in late, 

they do not need to wait for three to five minutes to enter the chatroom. This action may 

also benefit students who suffer from computer-crash problems.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 In conclusion, the present study presented that although the language use students 

at different academic achievement levels produced in online discussion was not 

significantly different, it evidenced that students transferred what they had learned in the 

online discussion into subsequent language tasks. CMC should continue to be considered 

a useful tool for language learning settings, especially in EFL learning environment.  
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Appendix A 
 

Results of the Close-Ended Questionnaire Items 
 

Distributions and Responses to Questionnaire Items 
38 Subjects 

No Question Items  
(adapted from Jaeglin, 1998 and Meunier, 1998) Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

1 My previous experiences with computers have been positive. 1 3 34 4.2 0.8
2 The MSN Messenger writing environment is very easy to use. 2 6 30 3.8 0.8
3 It seems strange to me to communicate using a machine.  24 11 3 2.4 0.8

4 Mechanical difficulties interfere with my ability to express my 
thoughts using computers. (e.g. typing skills) 15 7 16 3.0 1.1

5 The MSN Messenger writing environment fits in easily in a 
language course. 2 16 20 3.5 0.6

6 At the beginning of the class, I felt that going to a computer 
lab would be intimidating. 32 3 3 1.9 0.9

7 I am worried and nervous when I attend computer sessions in 
this class. 26 7 5 2.1 1.0

8 I am so nervous during computer-based classes that I don’t 
know what to write. 25 8 5 2.3 0.9

9 I am more comfortable during computer sessions than when I 
sit in regular classes. 1 20 17 3.5 0.8

10 At the beginning of the class, I felt that the computer lab was a 
comfortable place. 3 15 20 3.6 0.8

11 I worry because everyone in the class/group can read my ideas 
on the screen.  26 6 6 2.3 0.9

12 I feel comfortable signing my messages with my real name 
during our computer-based written communication. 9 13 16 3.2 0.9

13 I am interested in what my peers write during our computer-
based discussion. 5 8 25 3.6 0.8

14 I feel uncomfortable because everybody in the class can see 
the mistakes in my messages. 17 11 10 2.7 1.0

15 Using the MSN Messenger writing environment has helped me 
gain confidence for my later oral activities.  7 17 14 3.1 0.9

16 Using the MSN Messenger writing environment has helped me 
gain confidence for my later writing activities. 6 13 19 3.3 0.9

17 On the computer network, answers can be thought through, 
formulated, and revised carefully before sending to others. 15 4 19 3.0 1.1

18 Using the MSN Messenger writing environment has helped me 
improve the quality of my writing skills. 17 14 7 2.6 0.9

19 
When compared with a speaking activity in a regular 
classroom, I find that MSN Messenger gives me a similar 
learning opportunity. 

2 14 22 3.6 0.8

20 Using the MSN Messenger writing environment has helped me 
improve the quality of my oral skills. 8 21 9 3.0 0.9
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Distributions and Responses to Questionnaire Items 

38 Subjects 
No Question Items  

(adapted from Jaeglin, 1998 and Meunier, 1998) Disagree Neutral Agree Mean SD

21 When compared with a regular classroom, I find that MSN 
Messenger gives me more practice in writing. 5 14 19 3.4 0.9

22 Ideas evolve so quickly on the network that by the time my 
response is ready, it’s already too late to post it. 4 8 26 3.9 1.0

23 When compared with a regular classroom, I find that MSN 
Messenger gives me more practice in reading. 4 20 14 3.2 0.7

24 
When compared with a listening activity in a regular 
classroom, I find that MSN Messenger gives me a similar 
learning opportunity. 

11 17 10 2.9 0.8

25 I feel more involved in the MSN Messenger writing 
environment than in regular sessions. 2 10 26 3.7 0.6

26 I can read and write at my own pace and participate as I want 
while using the MSN Messenger writing environment. 5 4 29 3.8 0.8

27 I feel overwhelmed by the flow of messages received on the 
screen. 13 7 18 3.1 1.0

28 I participate during computer-based written exchanges because 
MSN Messenger writing environment is fun. 4 14 20 3.4 0.8

29 I participate during computer-based written exchanges because 
it is graded by my professor. 9 8 21 3.4 1.1

30 I would like more computer-based sessions in this class. 4 19 15 3.3 0.9
31 Sometimes I feel that class time is wasted in the lab. 21 15 2 2.4 0.7

32 I would participate more if I were graded during my computer-
based written exchange. 11 9 18 3.3 1.0

33 I feel that written communication through computers has been 
a disappointing experience. 25 11 2 2.2 0.8

34 I feel like not going to class when computer lab is scheduled. 27 11 0 2.1 0.7

35 I look forward to the chance to use the MSN Messenger 
writing environment in this class. 5 21 12 3.3 0.8

36 I feel that communicating through computers has increased my 
interest in continuing to learn English. 3 21 14 3.4 0.8

37 My experience with the MSN Messenger writing environment 
in this class is positive. 2 7 29 3.9 0.7

38 I find conversation on the network chaotic. 12 8 18 3.2 1.0

39 I find conversations on the network yield interesting 
discussions. 4 3 31 3.9 0.8

40 At the end of this semester, I still feel nervous about 
discussing through the MSN Messenger writing environment. 22 10 6 2.4 1.0

41 At the end of this semester, I feel more confident to give a 
speech in front of my classmates. 7 12 19 3.3 1.0

42 At the end of this semester, I feel more confident to write an 
essay. 5 14 19 3.4 0.8

43 Overall, I feel that the use of computers in this course has 
helped me in reaching my personal goals. 5 16 17 3.3 0.8
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 
(for the six students at the three different academic achievement levels) 

 

Name: ______________________                 Date and Time: ____________________ 

 

1. Do you like the written discussions? And why? 

2. Please describe how you felt at the beginning of the course about using the computer 

for group discussion. How different is this experience from your previous experience 

of face-to-face discussion? 

3. At the end of the semester, do you still feel the same way about the written 

discussions as at the beginning of the course? And why? 

4. Could you describe your best experience of the eight written discussions? What was 

the topic? What was the most impressive thing to you about that discussion? 

5. Could you describe your worst experience of the eight written discussions? What was 

the topic? What was the most impressive thing to you about the discussion? 

6. Which language skill do you think the written discussion helps you most: reading, 

writing, listening, speaking, or none of them? And why? 

7. What do you feel are the greatest strengths of using computers in this class? 

8. What suggestions would you make to improve the use of computers in a future class 

like this one? 

9. Do you have any comments about software itself? Are these aspects of the software 

that were bothersome? And why? 
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