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Abstract

This project focuses on analyzing which task-basadhing strategies which enhance
students’ communicative skills can be applied ituai English courses at Universidad Técnica
Nacional which enhance students’ communicativésskBased on the results, virtual tutors and
English coordinators of this university will be giva proposal that describes the best teaching
strategies they can apply in their online courses.

It first introduces the problem, the tqpite objectives and justification for doing this
research. In addition, it mentions the main pomwitshe historical background which is the place
where the research is developed.

Then, it presents the theoretical frameéwahich contributes to the development and
understanding of the objectives. Moreover, it prés¢he main points of the research:task-based
instruction, teaching strategies and virtual leargienvironments.

It also indicates the kind of researcltgluding the approaches, description of data
collection method and instruments and the procaisgdthering it. It constitutes the analysis of
the information collected during the research. Tindings are shown by graphs and tables.

Last, it entails the final conclusionsgoenmendations and proposals based on the

findings.
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“Acquisition requires meaningful interaction in ttagget language-natural communication-in
which speakers are concerned not with the fornmeif utterances but with the messages they

are conveying and understanding.”

Stephen Krashen

I ntroduction

Developing communicative competence in a foreigigylege is a process that is affected
by different factors such as the learning environtnkearner’s motivation and skills, materials
used, and teaching strategies. Currently, therd&as a prominent shift within the field of
language learning and teaching, changing not drdydle of the teacher and the student, but
also changing the learning environments. Theréobas a great interest on developing virtual
language learning environments that promote thaiaitipn and development of the four
communicative skills. Parallel to this new shifirtterest, new approaches regarding language
learning have arisen trying to fulfill students’anls and expectations through the use of virtual
platforms.

For this reason, it is important to determine whstfategies instructors should promote,
so their students are able to process the newnnafbon and perform tasks in an online learning
environment. Since the amount of information tghbecessed by language learners is high,
instructors need to implement different teachimgtsgies so that students can be able to process
the new input. Moreover, these strategies are gutidators of how learners approach tasks or
problems encountered during the process of langleageing. In other words, by analyzing the
implementation of different language learning gigats, researchers can get valuable clues about

how their students learn, understand, rememberapply new input presented through the
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virtual classroom. Therefore, the research questiothis study is: Which task-based language
teaching strategies enhance learners’ communicsiills in virtual learning environments at
Universidad Técnica Nacional?

This paper provides the background of languagehteg strategies based on task based
instruction applied in virtual learning environmenit also stresses the importance of language
teaching strategies for foreign language learnmtjthe teacher's role during this process. It
looks for answering the following hypothesis: Tdmsed approach enhance communicative

skills in virtual learning environments.

Given the demands of the current society, the Usigdad Técnica Nacional (UTN) has
implemented the innovative English for Work curtiou which aims to develop language
competencies that will increase the students’ eggtiity. Programa Institucional de Idiomas
para el Trabajo (PIT) was created by the Comisionf@madora on November 8, 2010 by Act
N0.33-2010, in accordance No.2. This departmenaégyJanuary of 2011 and belongs to the
Academic Affairs Department. PIT is the departmesponsible for establishing academic
policies and institutional guidelines in order fatimize the foreign language learning process.
Since its inception, it has sought mechanismsatasfiorm traditional language instruction
through the development of innovative strategies will encourage students’ real language
acquisition. PIT’s commitment to learning focusesneeaningful and authentic experiences that

promote real learning.

For the realization of this initiative, an Engligitot plan was designed. This pilot is
based on the institutional and philosophical framswncluding the pedagogical model which

integrates language learning theories such asothial £onstructivism of Vygotsky, Ausubel’s
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meaningful learning, Task-Based Instruction, andcHumson and Waters’ English for Specific
Purposes. This pilot is offered on site, but alsough the development of virtual learning
environments.

The virtual pilot courses have been designed hyuosors at PIT who have training on
designing virtual courses. However, since thislieen a new experience at the University and at
the academic program where the course is implerdgtitere have been certain issues regarding
the courses all related to the teaching strategipemented by instructors and how those
strategies really enhance students’ communicatvepetence through a virtual classroom.
There are other elements such as the role of gteugtor when designing the tasks and the
reinforcement activities created that will allomdénts to interiorize the input given. More
importantly, it is relevant to analyze if the sagies implemented during the course are a factor
that affect students’ retention.

Objectives
General Objective

To determine which task-based teaching strategikarece learners’ communicative
skills through the use of virtual learning enviragmis in English courses at Programa
Institucional de Idiomas para el Trabajo, Univeasid écnica Nacional.

Specific Objectives
e To identify the teaching strategies implementethevirtual courses in the Programa

Institucional de Idiomas para el Trabajo at Uniigad Técnica Nacional.

e To describe the material and web tools that enhatuzkents’ communicative skills in the
target language.

e To describe the instructors’ role and its impaairyithe language learning process.
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Description of the context

Universidad Técnica Nacional became the fifth pubhiversity in Costa Rica, it was
established by merging the Colegio UniversitagoAdajuela, Colegio Universitario de
Puntarenas, Colegio Universitario para el Riegeegddrollo del Tropico Seco, Escuela
Centroamericana de Ganaderia, Centro de InvesiiggdPerfeccionamiento para la Educacion
Técnica, and the Centro de Formacion de FormadSnese its creation, the university has tried
to implement new and innovative programs that caetrtwenty first century learners’ needs.
One of the programs created was Programa Institatate Idiomas para el Trabajo (PIT), which
promotes the development of different language arog in the university. The first program
implemented is called English for Work in the Acaoting and Finance major. It is a two-year
pilot program integrated into this academic planisicareer was selected due to its high rate of
employability, the consent of coordinators and shig, graduate students’ profiles, job
requirements, and other factors that make thiseanadprogram optimal for testing PIT.

The first year of the English for Work experienfaguses on developing general
communication skills in English. During the secomar, students receive an English for
Specific Purposes course, which focuses on busareséinance. At the end of the program,
students are supposed to reach an A2 English b@sgld on the Common European Framework.
Although this pilot course is implemented in foanguses, Sede Central, Atenas, Pacifico and
San Carlos, the virtual courses are only offereBede Central. Therefore, this study will be
carried out in Sede Central which is located ida/Bonita, Alajuela.

The pilot experience was successfully launchecmudry 2012, with a total of 120
students and 5 instructors. Regarding the virtaalses, over fifty students registered last year.

Currently, there are around sixty students regskt@n the on-site classes and twenty students in
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the virtual courses. It is important to mentiontttis innovative program offers only the first
three courses online aimed at those students véhoairable to attend on-site classes due to their
work’ schedule.

Literature Review

Learning and acquiring a foreign language is ancate process that requires constant
reflection and analysis regarding the relationg@fween the teaching practice and what has
been found out about the learning-acquisition mece&his relationship is important so that
researchers can be able to develop language tgesthategies taking into consideration some
basic questions such as determining the contexhioh students are learning, their learning
styles, the learning environment as well as theodppities the student has to practice in order
to succeed in the learning process.

Teaching strategies are not a new topic. Researamer instructors have been looking
for the teaching strategies that have a positiy@ichon the students regarding foreign language
acquisition. In recent studies, most researchers faund that teachers apply more than one
strategy in their “quest for language competenBebyn, 1994, p.115). This entails a process in
which teachers are able to combine different sgrasein order to promote the effective
acquisition of the target language. Although fex®uch as motivation, language level, and
previous language learning experience might affeztearning process, the application of
innovative and engaging strategies might help ke@rovercome any constraint. This is the
reason why instructors need to know more abouthtgaching strategies can be applied not
only in their classroom, but in other learning @amiments such as the virtual platforms. As
Haverila and Myllyla (2009) mention “the learningveonment should provide the students

possibilities to utilize effective learning straieg like reflection, prior experience, conversasion
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and authentic experiences in order to achieveetiening results” (p.1) . This involves
looking for the best tools in order to design ati#g in the platform that promote the acquisition
of the language.

Jonassen cited in Haverila and Myllyla (2009),estd@hat for instructors there is a model
of eight criteria in order to create and design miagful tasks, which are the following:

» Activeness: It means that the activities shouldtoelent centered. Learners should have
the key role, so they can be responsible of their lparning process. In the virtual
classroom, the activities designed should encowsagkents’ participation and
interaction.

» Constructiveness: Students should integrate theim@nmation with their prior
knowledge. The activation of schemata helps learredtect on their own learning. In the
platform, instructors need to choose activities #ll@w students to reflect on their
previous experiences or sessions. Therefore, thera@eed for planning in advance
activities that are connected and interrelatedraigit allow students to construct new
information.

» Collaboration: This refers to working as a learnteghmunity sharing the same goals
and benefits. Most instructors believe that theuairplatform isolates students from their
peers. However, there are tools as wikis and blogisfocus on collaborative work. This
all depends on how instructors apply the tool$eirtclasses.

* Intentionality: Students’ intention is to learn.érbfore, the online learning environment
should encourage learners to think, analyze and leare every time they access the
platform. The strategies instructors apply shouldagce students’ critical thinking skills

as well as encouraging them to keep learning.
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» Complexity: The activities and tasks students cautyin the platform should be
challenging. In this way, they create expectatiooud the next online session, keeping
their interest and motivation level to the highest.

» Context: The activities proposed in the learningirmmment should be based on real-life
situations instead of abstract or vague activities.

» Conversation: This involves designing tasks in \wtstudents seek other participants in
order to ask for opinions or share ideas. In ameriearning environment, carrying out
forums or chats are really common since they apawticipants to interact and make
comments to each other reflecting on a particgiswme or topic.

» Reflecting: All the activities or tasks presentgckive tutor should lead to an analysis and
reflection of what has been learned. In the virplatform, constant feedback, and

communication allow students to reflect on theimdearning.

Language Learning Teaching Approaches and Strategsebased on Task-Based Approach

Programa Institucional de Idiomas para el Trabajomotes the idea that learning should
be based on the individual; his skills and limaas as well as his holistic development would
allow him to acquire the language. Since the gitoigram is an English for Academic Purposes
course, its theoretical foundations come from Hemty of English for Specific Purposes. This
requires the development of activities and stra®gihich would be specific for the learners’
work environment. However, there are other thecaétonsiderations that should be taken into
account such as PIT’s Pedagogical Model for LanglRr@grams that promotes Constructivism

and Humanistic approaches based on Situated Cogitid Task-Based Approach. This last
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approach is the one that will be analyzed in tegearch as well as the process of designing
useful and effective activities for the virtual £taoom.

The sociocultural Vygostkian approach called Se#daCognition which states that
knowledge is situated; in other words, it is thécome from a specific activity and context. In
this approach, mediation, construction of meanimg laarning strategies lead to a learning to
learn approach. Situated Cognition is related twg&&onstructivism which is a model based on
psychological constructivism that dictates thatwilealge should be developed from the
relationship between the environment, the subjedtthe social context. It helps students
internalize, organize and transform the new infdroma This transformation occurs through the
creation of new learning experiences, and as dtrefsonew cognitive structures which allow
learners to deal with similar real-life situation$ierefore, constructivism perceives learning as a
personal activity since the learner is the one muzesses the information, but as a

collaborative construction because the studentstenhteract within his context.

Learning a foreign language is constructing meathingugh interaction, practice, and
production. “A constructivist approach is desigte@quip students with knowledge, skills,
values, and dispositions that they will find usefuboth inside and outside of school” (Parkay,
Hass & Anctil, 2006). Furthermore, the methodolagy teacher’'s mediation will integrate the
approach which would fulfill the necessity of a medology to encourage students to use their
social background and previous knowledge in ordgroduce the desired output within the
desired social framework, in this case studentskplace. This also entails a process of
changing instruction from face to face interactionline learning environments in which

teachers have to find the best tools and stratégipsomote learning.
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The approaches abovementioned are the core obthreec However, the main focus of
this paper is to analyze which task-based teacs$tiragegies enhance the development of
communicative skills through the use of virtualtfdems. According to Ellis as cited by Nunan
(2004) a task is a workplan that requires learteegocess language pragmatically in order to
achieve an outcome that can be evaluated in tefmvkeather the correct or appropriate
propositional content has been conveyed. To thds itmequires them to give primary attention
to meaning and to make use of their own linguisggources, although the design of the task
may predispose them to choose particular form&sK is intended to result in language use that
bears a resemblance, direct or indirect, to the laaguage is used in the real world. Like other
language activities, a task can engage productiveceptive, and oral or written skills and also

various cognitive processes.

This means that a task is a visible outcome whidws how students process the new
knowledge. Therefore, each task should be mearisgflearners can be able to monitor their
own learning process. Nunan (2004) also emphatizés task should have the following
characteristics:

» The content should be selected based on therggiagweeds, and not their wants.

*In order to communicate, students should intarattte target language.

» The use of authentic material promotes learning.

* Learners should be given opportunities to analljee own learning process.

* Students’ own personal experiences are essamtiatier for them to adapt to the new concepts
and language experiences.

*There should be a link between the language stadearn in the classroom and the one they

are going to apply outside the class.
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Another fact about the Task-Based approach isttpabmotes students exposure to
comprehensible input in real-life situations. Irstivay, students can be able to perform in the
target language in different scenarios. This entairocess of changing instruction and adapting
teaching strategies in order to use and promoteopemensible output. Saville (2002) states
“Language input to the learner is absolutely nesmgsor either L1 or L2 learning to take place”
(p.20). Therefore, in the virtual classroom, shitdeshould be exposed to authentic situations
and lots of samples of the language. Accordingdon®dt (1993), “Processing input for the
comprehension of message meaning is necessarpvertanput to acquired knowledge (the
comprehensible input), but the conscious knowlexfdmguistic rules is irrelevant for
acquisition, as is instruction”. In other words,atlneally matters during the learning process and
development of teaching strategies is the amouhtta quality of input the learner receives,
based on that the student will be able to prodanguage effectively and really acquire it.

Based on the Task-Based Approach, instructors toepldn in advance and set up the
strategies that respond to their learners needsamN(P004) establishes three main aspects:

Schema Activation This helps students review previous courseseantity previous

knowledge (Brown, 1994).

Pre-task These are controlled-activities as interviewsidwats, surveys, so the
instructor is able to introduce the topic inductyvand give general feedback. It can be an
individual or in group activities, but all of theane modeled by the professor. The pre-task can
be up to 30 minutes, and it is a controlled practising the target language vocabulary,
structures and functions (Nunan, 2004). In the caslee platform, instructors can use different
tools such as presentation websites, videos, tigagazines, and others in order to present the

topic and the target language.
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Task: Based on the pre-task and the input receivedgesiis are asked to produce an
outcome (video, pictures, reading, listening teats] others). Once the instructor has guided
them and has given them enough input, they canuged conversation, a written paragraph, a
collage, etc. Students should not be asked to oh@gong without receiving a model or previous
examples (Nunan, 2004). In the platform, learnarsmarticipate in forums, wikis, blogs,

generating videos through VoiceThread or any gbinesentation that promotes production.

Post-task Once students have produced, the instructoriiteshthe area that students
need to improve and gives specific feedback on(8pscific phonemes, language structure,
vocabulary and others). During the post-task, tieeereinforcement activity (Nunan, 2004).
Providing feedback is really important in an onlowairse because students tend to feel anxious
or insecure about their own progress. By providgiagstant feedback, students can identify the

areas they need to improve.

Communicative Competence: New Language Learning Baronments and Teacher’s Role

Mckeeman and Oviedo (2013) mention, “Communicaisaime cornerstone of world
language learning” (p. 39); therefore, communiaatffectively has always been an issue
regarding learning and acquiring a foreign langu&jerently, due to the rapid changes in
technology and instruction, there are new waysiegrenvironments. The students or now
called digital natives are a new generation cratmgonnectivity and demanding technology
based instruction within the learning process.

The America Council for Teachers of Foreign Langué§CTFL) created the P21 skills
Map for Foreign Language Content Area. Accordinlyltkeeman and Oviedo (2013), language

instruction should encourage students to commumicabrder to:
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articulate their thoughts and ideas through ordharitten language; listen
effectively to others by not just hearing them, atiénding to their intention, meaning,
knowledge, and perception; use communication skils variety of purposes and
intents; effectively utilize multiple technologiaad new literacies in order to construct
knowledge and validate its impact; and communieéfectively in different

environments (p. 41).

Therefore, the strategies that the instructor irielets in the virtual classroom should take into
account all those ideas in order to promote thkc@amunication.

The Internet and the Information and Communicalienhnology (ICT) are changing the
way we learn. By addressing different learningestyktlosing the gap between technology and
instruction, connecting people, enabling studemtdetal with new academic settings, and the like
require a change of paradigms. Technology is attbehhance learning. For this reason,
instructors should constantly research about tketbels and the best strategies they can
implement in their on-site and virtual classroo@ae common problem is to believe that
teaching online is just uploading PDF documentss gbes beyond documents or websites,
“online environment requires of teachers increasetien presentation skills, some technical
competencies, virtual management techniques, andhtity to engage students through virtual
communication” (Berge and Collins cited in East@03). Therefore, virtual platforms facilitate
the development of different learning scenariosydner, it all depends on how instructors lead
the learning process.

Methodology and Data Collection

The following investigation is a qualitative stuagplied to the virtual English courses of

Programa Institucional de Idiomas para el TrabRjd ), Universidad Técnica Nacional. The
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purpose of this research is to determine which-b&sled teaching strategies instructors can use
in the virtual courses that will enhance studeoctshmunicative competence in the foreign
language. Therefore, carrying out this researchireg an organized process. In order to do that,
researchers need to consider two framework elemiegisiry and data collection procedures. In
the case of this investigation, it follows a quatlite approach since it is related to real-life
situations. According to Woods (2006), this hasimber of implications which are the

following:

e They do not set up artificial experiments. Evenyththat is studied should be based on

natural environments, real-life situations and peois.

e Itis not necessary that researchers make assurmapilibey do not need to know things
beforehand; they tend to relate it with familiaveanments, make as few assumptions in

advance of the study as possible.

e Situations are important because they influencewieh Therefore, the context is

important, but it should be used as a parameteamatmeasure.
e Researchers get involved in the natural setting.

e Itis important for researchers to develop a rappetween the subjects of the study and

them.

Another important aspect is that since it is a igai@le research; its basis is taken from
the Naturalistic Design. This implies that theramsemphasis on social reality which takes into
account all the experiences acquire from outsitleepth gathering information methods,
analyzing data by focusing on the process, andrh.f Moreover, according to Lynch (1996,

p.107), the most common methods for gathering idedaNaturalist Design are: interviews,
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observations, journals, questionnaires, and doctuaralysis. For the purpose of this research,
interviews and observations will be applied to gatiiata due to the nature of the virtual courses

and students’ availability to participate in theearch process.

One important element that should be describéakisinit of analysis of this research
which is represented by the population of Accoupind Finance students of the virtual English
courses offered by PIT and the instructor thatirsently tutoring the course. Regarding the
students, there are nineteen students who deadearoll in the virtual course PIT- 201 during
the second quarter 2013. In general, these vilkaahers have full time jobs and are currently
taking four content courses of their major. Mafsthem chose the virtual course because they
could not attend on site classes due to their wohledule. In the case of the tutor, he has
worked in the program for two years. He has haditrg on how to use platforms, integrate

virtual tools in it, and task-based approach.

In addition, primary and secondary sources wilubed to carry out this research. The
primary source is an observation instrument th#dtallow the researcher to identify the
strategies used by the instructor in the platfappéndix 1). The observation focuses on how
the tutor develops and designs students’ tasks,feedback is provided to students, the ongoing
evaluation, among others. Two interviews will laered out; one for students and one for the
tutor. These interviews are designed in order thagan depth-information from the subjects
regarding the teaching strategies implemented duhie language learning process (appendix 2).
The secondary sources are books and articlesdelatanline English courses, teaching

approaches, teaching strategies, and virtual teg¢bbls.

As aforementioned, for this research, the instrustrat are used to collect data are two

interviews and one observation instrument. Theruiws are divided into three main parts:
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background data, strategies used by instructorgrengdeneral opinion of students and
instructors regarding the virtual courses. Botkiviews have a range of ten and twelve
guestions following a less structured interviewnfat that will guide the conversation. This kind
of interviews, “allow the interviewer to specifyange of questions to be covered in advance,
but also allows the interviewer to formulate therging of the questions as well as the order for
asking them as the interview progresses” (Lyncl®619. 128). Therefore, the interviewer has

some flexibility when asking the questions, soiit allow a more natural conversation.

In the case of the observation, the observatifmtais will be the teaching strategies used
in the platform as well as the implementation skthased instruction in order to promote
communicative competence. This also takes intowatcstudents participation and interaction,
use of material, assessment strategies, and vafiegdgks. It is an unstructured instrument that
combines “a standardized form that acts as a guittteopen-ended note taking” (Lynch, 1996,
p. 111). This allows the observer to record anyitamdhl behavior that is taking place in the

observed context.

After collecting the data, the information woule &nalyzed using coding as an
interpretive technique that seeks to organize #ta dnd provide a means to introduce the
interpretations of qualitative data analysis. Whencoding is complete, the researcher reports
the data through summarizing main points, companétegionships between codes, and

illustrating the content and the most relevantrimfation of the study.

Analysis of I nformation and Conclusions

Learning a foreign language is not an easy prodessjuires availability, motivation,

time, and effort. In the case of the online Engtisirses for the Accounting and Finance major,
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it is necessary to identify how professors canhidhe following goal: designing tasks that
promote the development of communicative skill®tigh a virtual platform. This goal entails a
process where a lot of factors determine its sicoefailure. For this reason, the main purpose
of this research is to determine the task-baseathieq strategies that educators use in the
platform and analyze if those strategies are regilyropriate for learning English. It is also
important to make an analysis of the collected,datarder to draw conclusions and
recommendations regarding this issue.

Carrying out class observations and interviewsraportant for most foreign language
researchers since they allow them to study thegsof education in the natural setting.
Researchers also have the opportunity to idenéfgits and precise evidence which help them
understand the classroom behavior, attitudes, tu@ists’ performance. Classroom observations
have many valid and important educational purpddest researchers try to describe
instructional practices in order to improve teashelassroom mediation based on feedback.
This is also an opportunity to see real-life teaghsituations and reflect on various aspects of the
class such as time management, instructions gigamers’ interest, teaching strategies, and so
forth. On the other hand, interviews provide intieipformation, and allow interviewers

interact with the subjects.
Data-Analysis

During the language learning process, there areyragpects that should be taken into
account such as the context, students’ motivateacher’'s experience, and the like. Teaching
through a platform might be a challenging task gitiree complexity of the technological tools,
and students’ background knowledge regarding teeotithe language, and the use of platforms.

Moreover, there are some aspects that were obsduwady this experience that should be
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analyzed: the use of task-based instruction approach for planning and developing the online
sessions which is part of the core of Programatiicsonal de Idiomas para el Trabajo
Pedagogical Model, the material and the web toséslwuring the process, and the instructor’s

role.

In order to carry out the observation, the redearchose the online English course PIT-
201 which is the second course students receivedltire first year of the Accounting and
Finance major at Universidad Técnica Nacional ilnncampus Alajuela. The observation was
carried out for about two weeks, from July"6 July 26", 2013. There were nineteen students
enrolled in the class, most of them between eighéeel thirty years of age. Currently, only
seven students actively participate in the platfoFims group was chosen because it is a new
program the university is implementing, and itlsoaa course which emphasizes the
development of communicative language skills thhoagirtual platform. The main idea of this
program is for students to develop effective comicative competences in English that will

allow them to have more opportunities for findingph after they graduate.

The platform is divided into fourteen weeks; however this research the first eleventh
weeks were taken into account during the past t@eks. There are certain elements that should
be analyzed in regards to task-based instructioh as students’ exposure to comprehensible
input, designing meaningful and contextualized $apkomoting interaction, providing effective

feedback, and developing student-centered classes.

There are some positive aspects that were obsdwaty the classes. The instructor
motivated his students through motivational vidensssages, and songs. This creates a relaxing

learning environment for the students who also maetl that they felt comfortable in the class.
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The platform as a trustworthy and
suitable learning environment

B Never Mrarely sometimes M Always

0% —, 0%

17%

Figure 1. The platform as a trustworthy and sué@déhrning environment.

The motivation for learning that the student reesiin the classroom determines the
acquisition of the language or not. According todd@r quoted by Galiano (2008) “Positive
attitudes and motivation are related to successaiming second languages". For this reason, it
is important that the educator provides a classrenuironment in which the content and the

tasks are relevant and meaningful for the students.

Another element to take into account is how thé&rusor plans his online class. According
to him, he uses the “Marco Estructural” of the perg which establishes the competences
students are supposed to develop during each Wieekies to use lots of videos and games for
students to enjoy the virtual classroom. Althougg instructor included different activities;
these were not organized following the task-basetec For example, during week four; the
competence students have to develop is: “desgriikas and dislikes.” However, in the
activities developed in the platform, there wasciear schema activation, pre-tasks, tasks or

post tasks. Students were given examples of tlguege at the beginning, but the pre-task was
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limited to two links in which students could seetwdeos: one with an explanation of how to
express likes and dislikes with translation to Sgamand then one with a person explaining
different expressions for describing preferencdterAhe two videos, there was another link to
YouTube in which students were asked to listengorgy called “I like chicken”. Finally, for
homework students had to download one worksheatder to complete it, and present it to the

instructor.

As it can be seen, students were partially exptsedmprehensible input, and did not carry
out controlled practices for pre-tasks. Also, thees no visible speaking outcome. They were

not asked to upload a video or create an audigyubmtools in the platform.

Regarding instructions, these were not clear fadestts. The facilitator asked them to carry
out different activities that were not even avdgaip the platform. For example, on week eight,
students had to participate in a forum, but this was not open. In terms of the general layout,

the platform is full of text which might distraduslents from the main activities of the weeks.

Hello everyone!

This is going to be a week to review. &) We are going fo talk about food. So, we are going to do different
activities. Are you ready? Vacations are comming so we will be in contact again after them

— 1. Motivational Activity

|nStI’UCt|0nS 2. Review vobulary

3. Practice on line

6. Portfolio Activity #3

You have time to present these activities from June 27th to July 10th

Interactive Forum: This week talk abouy

Do you like to cook? Do you like to try new kinds of food?

« What's your favorite meal?
« Are there any foods that you like now that you didn't like when you were a child?
« What's your idea of a pefect romantic dinner?
FPlease, if you have any question contact me. Tel 24355000 ext 1024 Marco Araya
Free image courtesy of FreeDigitalPhotos.net
— Introduction- Foods in English
Review vocabulary
Here you can find a reviwe where you can practice you knowlege-.

Let’s learn how to use "a", "an"y "the"
—

ACtiVitieS Of the Week' Use this video to learn how fo use these words

Singular and plurals

a nice game to practice vocabulary




TASK-BASED TEACHING STRATEGIES THAT ENHANCE COMMUNBATIVE
ENGLISH SKILLS THROUGH THE VIRTUAL CLASSROOM 22

Figure 2. Screenshot of the platform, week eight.

As it is shown in the picture, students are notgielear instructions about what they have to
do or present as a final product. There are sortataes that are included in the instructions,
but they are not available for the students. Ther®t also a space for them to upload a practice

or a video.

In terms of the tools applied, Moodle platform po®s instructors with a variety of tools
such as forums, chats, journals, devices for recgraludio, files in which you can embed
external tools, and the like. However, the inswudias just used forums, links, and files during
the last eleven weeks. Most links are directedilone games and videos. Although, the material
presented on the links does not follow the taslebaycle, students mentioned they enjoyed
those sites because it is a fun and enjoyable wvégatn English. They also mentioned that from
their perspective, the tutor provides a varietyjasks. Nevertheless, these cannot be considered
tasks since students do not produce a real outabwe are not contextualized, and the input

given presents the language in isolation.
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Does the instructor use a variety of
tasks?

B Mever Mrarely Msometimes M Alvays

0% _ 0%

Figure 3. The variety of tasks used by instructors.

Another point learners mentioned was that videasgames are the most useful tools
because they are interesting and fun. They alsbtlat those links allowed them to improve

their listening skills.

The tasks promote the development
of listening skillsin English

B Mever Mrarely Msometimes M Alvays

0% _ 0%

Figure 4. Tasks that promote the development t#riag skills.
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Although the activities promote their listeninglikithe tasks proposed do not integrate the
four language skills since most of them are audiatvideos from YouTube in which students
are asked to watch a video related to a specifict®ther sites exposed students to vocabulary
that is not contextualized or linked to each oth&aville (2002) states that “Language input to
the learner is absolutely necessary for eitherLl2dearning to take place” (p.20). Therefore,
the instructor provides input, but this input does give them the opportunity to learn the
language as a whole. Moreover, learners need éx/pesed to comprehensible input, so they can
produce in the target language. Regarding thisrihé&rashen’s main idea was that in order to
acquire a language students should be exposed ia i#hich they improve what they already
know and go beyond that. However, during most @iessions students were only exposed to
videos from YouTube, and online exercises. Theefi@arners were not receiving enough input
to produce by themselves. This is another reasontlady might use only isolated sentences
when they participate in the forums because as Bid®94) mentions “Speech will “emerge”
once the acquirer has built up enough comprehensiput (i+1)” (p. 280). Therefore, if
students are not exposed to it, they might notlbe @ acquire and produce the language

effectively and beyond isolated words or phrases.

Regarding interaction, most activities were caroet individually. Interaction among
students is necessary during the learning proseshiey can improve their communicative and
social skills. Since learners are acquiring a laggy they need constant interaction with their
peers; in this way they can help each other, getived in the tasks, focus not only in the
language itself but on what they are able to d wit Interaction is needed so that students are
able to connect input with their learner capacitied then produce an effective output (Ziglari,

2008). In the platform, students participated irufos, but they were not encouraged to ask
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guestions to each other. During the second anH sigek, there were two forums. In the first
one, seven students participated, in the secon@dwyehree. During the two forums, although
in the guidelines they were instructed to ask qaestto their peers, they did not do it. Learners
only participated one time during the week, thelitator did not interact with them either.
Therefore, in the platform there is no evidencstatients interacting among themselves or with
the instructor. There were not also collaboratasks such as creating wikis or blogs in which
students can construct meaning through team waekeftheless, students mentioned that
outside the platform, they usually talk to the instor asking for clarification or going to on site

classes to practice with him.

Finally, in the platform the instructor did not prde feedback to students in any aspect.
Harmer (2001) points out that “The way in which r@epond to students when they speak in a
fluency activity will have a significant bearingtmanly on how well they perform at the time but
also on how they behave in fluency activities ia tinture” (p.107). This means that feedback
should be given after each task, and the facilitatost really check if the learners understood or
not. However, the students mentioned, the instruntmitors frequently, but mostly through

phone calls or on site sessions.

In terms of the role of the instructor during thheqess, there are certain aspects that are
relevant for the study. The facilitator mentionedrbceived training on how to use the platform,
but he did not receive training on how to integtatk-based strategies with the technological
tools. He recognized he uses lots of videos becstugients like them. In the platform, it is
evident that there is an overuse of links and nttentic or adapted material. The task-based
cycle is not completely implemented, and the stjiateused are limited to the content of the

websites presented during each week.
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Carrying out this research, gave the researchee sosights regarding the teaching language
process, especially related to the importance wéldping more active tasks that really promote
production, bringing authentic material to the s|assking students to interact more with their

partners, and giving feedback after and during ¢ask

In sum, teaching a foreign language is a challefpges is the reason why through
observations and interviews, researchers are alsled their own weaknesses and strengths
regarding language teaching. Moreover, they camongtheir teaching practice by looking for

more effective, meaningful and authentic teachingtsgies.

Recommendations

Online language learning environments are a nesvradtive for language instruction.
Although there are some instructors who claim #mabnline class cannot replicate what
teachers do in onsite classes, there are otherdbelfeve that the quality of the class depends
on the instructor even if it is an online classtHa university where this course is implemented,
there has been a constant debate regarding thenmeptation of virtual classes or using the
platform as a virtual component to onsite classgse problem is not what to do, but how to do
it. As Uschi (2002) mentions “Research based omstroativist learning approaches strongly
suggests that the Internet and the web have tleaaitto add something even to the best
classroom teaching” (p.3). Hence, it is not if tt&ss is onsite or online, it is how the instructor
teaches the class. In this sense, Nunan citedowrB(1994, p. 78) states that in the classroom,
there should be an emphasis on learning to comratenfocusing not on the language, but on

the learning process itself.
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In regards to applying task-based instruction rtueail learning environments, there
should be an emphasis on the development of difféasks which promote visible students’
outcome. Task-based instruction is different frowa traditional approaches since it emphasizes
participants’ interaction, critical thinking and thation. In this sense, students have an active
participation in the different tasks. They needhteract, produce, and monitor their
competence development. In the case of the faoitgar instructors, they help learners to
discover ways of learning, organizing and recallimfigrmation, and learning from errors. Task-
Based is useful for learners since instructorspranide real-life tasks based on

comprehensible input, and involving students iernattive and meaningful contexts.

After conducting this research, these are somemawndations regarding the application of

Task-Based Approach in an online learning enviramme

* The educator’s responsibility is to recognize theartance of improving, systemizing, and
restating their practicum by identifying their laars’ needs and capabilities. By doing this,
instructors can design meaningful tasks for stuslemtmprove their communicative

competence in the target language.

» Instructors should look for new and innovative teag strategies according to the context

and student’s skills.

» Translating to Spanish should be used in extrerseschecause students should not depend
on the mother tongue in order to learn the ford@gnguage. There are some tasks that are
translated to Spanish; also some of the exterodd frovided students with vocabulary that

is translated to Spanish.
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» Workshops and constant training should be offeogardfessors for them to know more

about how to implement the Task-Based Approachervirtual classroom. Also, on how to

use external tools rather than relying on filesirdks.

To encourage a comfortable environment in the @ilatfso that foreign language
learners can express their ideas without feelingoais or afraid of using the language.
To promote the use of real-life situations whetelshts can express themselves
effectively.

To motivate learners and provide feedback reguiarthe platform.

Each skill should not be taught in isolation. Tlere, each task ought to have a listening
or speaking component or listening and reading,sanfbrth. The idea is to design tasks
which will allow students to improve their languagga whole.

The layout of the platform should be attractive angianized. The overuse of images or
text might distract students from the activities.

Constant monitoring of students participation aadgrmance is relevant. Online
instructors need to provide regular feedback tdeheners.

The platform should be used as a regular onsissidam. Evaluation activities,
feedback, tasks, and the like have to be visibteenplatform.

Instructions should be clear, especially if studdrgve to carry out the tasks by

themselves within the platform or any external tool

Proving effective instruction to learners is a tdvade. If instructors choose appropriate

and suitable strategies, approaches, and mattaratudents, they will have a greater chance of

success during the language learning process. fbinereinderstanding and recognizing how
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language learners process information as welleis goals for learning a foreign language is
relevant for designing task-based lesson plansnligbromote the real acquisition of the target
language. Instructors need to take into accountrihiéiple dimensions, potential strengths,
background knowledge and experiences their studevis had. In sum, by using materials and
developing tasks that model real-life situationsper instructional planning, and exposing
students to motivating and meaningful tasks wihwalthem to become successful and fluent

language learners.

Appendix 1
Universidad Técnica Nacional
Programa Institucional de Idiomas para el Trabajo

Observation Instrument

Teacher’'s name Date:

Observation Criteria
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The following observation criteria is intended &ralyzing the teaching and evaluation strategies

implemented in the virtual English course PIT 20Uaiversidad Técnica Nacional.

Yes| No | Not Observed| Comments*

* The instructor uses different teaching
strategies that promote the development of

communicative skills.

* The activities integrate the four language

skills.

* The activities are contextualized based pn

real-life situations.

» Activities are appropriate to the level and

based on “Marco Estructural”.

» There is a variety of tools used in the

platform.

» Sessions follow the Task-Based approach

design (pre-task, task and post-task).
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* Learners are given feedback regularly.

» Classes promote students’ interaction and

communication in the target language.

* The instructor encourages students to
participate and express themselves

actively. It is a student-centered class.

» The layout of the platform is attractive

and facilitates learning.

* The instructor creates effective learning
environments by establishing clear ruleg
of organization of the activities and
appropriate student-instructor

relationships.

* The evaluation applied follows what is

stated in the program.

» Students are given opportunities to
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practice and improve their speaking skills.

* The instructor monitors students’

1%

participation and performance during th

week.

* Instructions are clear.

Additional Observations

Appendix 2
Universidad Técnica Nacional
Programa de Institucional de Idiomas para el Tabaj

Interview

Objective: The objective of this interview is tatigar information related to task-based teaching
strategies implemented in the virtual English cearat Universidad Técnica Nacional. The
information gathered is anonymous, and it will sedifor educational purposes. This interview

is directed to tutors who belong to Programa lastttinal de Idiomas para el Trabajo (PIT).
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Background Information

1. Tell us about yourself. Your experience as an enfutor, your background

knowledge related to teaching through platforms.

2. Did you receive any previous training on task-bassttuction and virtual

courses before the implementation of the courses?

Teaching Strategies

3. How do you design the tasks in the platform? Ireothords, how do you plan

your online sessions?

4. How do you integrate task-based instructions iheodesign of those tasks?

5. How do you integrate tools into the developmentiamglementation of students’

tasks?

6. What strategies do you use the most in the plafdihich ones have been more

successful and effective?

7. How do you assess students’ tasks?

8. What strategies have you implemented to motivateestts during the

development of the tasks?

9. Do you think task-based is an appropriate appréacbnline courses?

Opinion

10. What is your opinion about implementing virtual sy course in the university?
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11. What are some recommendations for future tutors?

12. Any additional comment you would like to add rethte this issue.

Universidad Técnica Nacional
Programa de Institucional de Idiomas para el Tabaj

Interview

Objective: The objective of this interview is tatiger information related to task-based teaching
strategies implemented in the virtual English cearat Universidad Tecnica Nacional. The
information gathered is anonymous and it will bedutor educational purposes. This interview
is directed to virtual students enrolled in PIT-Zglish course in Sede Central, Universidad

Técnica Nacional.
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Background Information

1. Tell us about yourself. Your experience as an enditudent.

Teaching Strategies

2. What kind of activities do you do in the platform?

3. What is your opinion about them?

4. What do you think about the materials used durvegweek? Are they easy to

understand?

5. Does the tutor provide a variety of tasks?

( )Always ( )Sometimes ( )Often ( Never

6. What do you think about the tasks you carry ouhaplatform?

7. What are some tools instructors use in the clagsPo@vhich ones do you consider more

useful? Explain why.

8. Has the instructor generated a suitable and tluséming environment?

( )Always ( )Sometimes (  )Often ( Never

9. Do you think the tasks carried out in the platfggromote the development of

communicative skills in English?

( )Always ( )Sometimes (  )Often ( Never

10. Are the tasks developed in a logical order?
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( )Always ( )Sometimes (  )Often ( Never

11. Do you want to add any comment related to youedrpce in this course?

36
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