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RESUMEN

Se examina la experiencia de los estudiantes y los profesores de dos grupos
de un curso de Elocución con el uso de las Tecnologías de la Información y
la Comunicación (TICs), para mejorar sus habi lidades de expresión oral en
inglés. Se presenta el diseño del curso y la metodología en l a cual se
fundamentó, así como las apreciaciones de los trabajos de estos alumnos a la
hora de mejorar las habilidades comunicativas orales por medio del enfoque
constructivista. Se incluyen recomendaciones para poner en práctica esta
metodología.
A BSTRACT

A description is provided here of the experience of the students and teachers
of two Elocution courses in which Information and Com m u n ication
Technologies ( ICTs) were used to i mprove oral communication skil l s in
English. Reference is made to the design of the course and the methodology
it is based on, together with sorne insights of the assignments that students did
to i mprove their English speaking ski lls through the constructivism approach.
Recommendations are also provided for others interested i n using this type
of methodology .
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Introduction

In a world of constant change and technology where more and
more children are bom immersed in the so-calle d informati o n
superhighway, teachers cannot approach student§ in a way different
from the environment in which they are being raised. Ev en those w ho
have had little contact with technology as students will have to face
this reality at a certain point in their lives. Teaching meth ods should
adapt to pupils and not the other way around. This is w h y it i s essential
to train English language students to in the use of Inforrnation and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) to enhance and mo tivate their
leaming, and at the same time to improve their perform ance in the
functional use of English at a communication level. It i s imp ortant for
students to feel interested and eager to participate actively b y e xpress i ng
themselves either spontaneously or in a planned way to tran smi t ideas
in the target language by using different strategies. In th e vi rtual class
described here, all participants used ICTs to access b oth profess ors
and c1assmates efficientIy and to express their opini on s in different
ways in a more relaxed environment. Oral communic ation classes
normally have th e usual participants in the traditi o nal c l assroom,
whereas virtual tools are inclusive and those who tend to show l iule
interest get involved equally in the interactive activiti es . 3
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Meredith Bricken, "Virtual Reality Leaming Environments: Potentials and Challe nges," Computer
25: 3 (July 1 99 1 ). 30 March 2007, <http:www.hitl.washington.edu/pu b1icat ionslm-90-4/
m-90-4.html>
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Constructivism and ICTs
At th i s time, virtual environments are of great value for
constructi vism in education . These environments offer flexibility,
moti vation, adaptation, creativity, and versatility for the teacher and
for the students. ICTs can change the way in which we are u sed to
seeing traditional leaming in a developing country like Costa Rica.
Meredith Bricken notes that objectivism and constructivism
represent different conceptions about the leaming and thinking process.
She states that objectivism infers that the function of mental activities
i s to represent the real world; therefore, the role of education i s to help
students leam about the worId and reproduce its content and structure
inside their thoughts . In addition, she says that constructivism requires
building our own reali ty through the execution of perceptible
experiences . This reality i s inside the mind of every student rather than
in the object of our knowledge. Rather than prescribing formulas,
constructivists focus 9n tools and environments to help students
dec ipher the di verse perspectives of the worId while they are building
their own . 4
Bricken adds that when providing virtual environments and
tools to students. you can leam even more about the teaching-Ieaming
process . Likewi se, when developing virtual real ities, teachers may
guide the development of new technology and even have an effect on
educational change . Tools in virtual environments encompass aH
different kinds ofleaming because they inc1ude techniques for different
areas with visual . spoken. 1 0gicaL auraL intrapersonal , interpersonal
and even phys ical skills.
Consequently, the use of constructivism to support the leaming
process of a second language in a virtual environment may be c ome the
best educational tool for teachers . The virtual c1assroom is stiH a space
for real communication, but it can take place synchronicalIy or
�

Bricken. 1 1 0.
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asynchronically. 1t equally allows the interrelation between student and
teacher, orstudentand studentprovided thatconstructivismandcooperative
environment is the central axis in the teaching-Iearning process.
For the pilot project course described here, the activities carried
out in the virtual classroom were centered in the use of the target
language and consequentIy, the functional, communicative, and
meaningful uses were important. The virtual environment is one that
is adapted to pedagogy, and not pedagogy to the virtual environment.
When planning a virtual class, a teacher must take care not to upload
all the leaming material at once in order to prevent a unidirectional
relationship between student and contents only, since this type of
environment can become cold and discouraging.
One ofthe prime motivations ofthis project is based on the target
students since they are going to be trained teachers who may use
technological tools and constructivist approaches in their future careers.
The Elocution Class

This elocution class was based on the socio-constructlvlst
approach extracted from the BPL (Based Problem Leaming) theory, 5
causing students discover the functional use of the English language
in a significant manner through the problem-solving technique. Students
were motivated to think about diverse topics and look for answers to
the problems they had found. In general, the main goal was for students
to use the English language to approach problems, negotiate, discuss
and transmit knowledge in the target language. This methodology al so
included cornmunicative competences 6 important for the acquisition
5
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Lone Dirckinck-Holmfeld, Diseño de ambientes virtuales de aprendizaje basados en el plan
pedagógico orientado al problema (Material del curso Diseño e implementación de cursos v irtuales
en el marco de la educación virtual, Universidad Nacional, Costa Rica and University of Alborg,
Denmark, 2(06).
Germán Hita Barrenechea, "El enfoque comunicativo. La enseñanza comunicativa de idiomas en
Internet. Características de los materiales y propuesta didáctica." Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia
de España. 30 May 2007, <http:// www.mec.eslredelelbibliotecalhitalhita_capituI03.pdf>.
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of a second language: grarnmatical competence, socio-linguistic
competence, discourse competence, strategic competence, and socio
cultural competen ce.
ICTs were used as a mediating tool in the development of
second-Ianguage skills . The virtual environment was used to
technologicalIy support the exchange of knowledge on the topics
covered. In that way, a more dynamic, frequent and flexible method of
communication could be used to achieve real interaction among the
participants. At the same time this motivated students to participate in
a more active and different fashion.
The student 's role

The student' s role inside the virtual environments is focused on
colIaboration, flexibility and mutual responsibility. The student must
develop teamwork, set goal s and try to reach them, he/s he is responsible
for his/her own leaming and should participate with the transmission
of knowledge in a reciprocal manner.
Rosmery Hemández, fonner coordinator of the UNA-Virtual
program at the U ni versidad Nacional believes that students must show
the following characteristics:
•
•

•

•

Students must do team work to fulfill a common goal .
Group members set their goals i n the short and the long tenn
and periodicalIy check to see if they were reached, as a basis
for identifying changes that must be made, if necessary, with
the aim of optimizing actions in the future.
AlI the students are responsible for doing their part of the
work and providing the other group members with the
corresponding material for a better understanding of the new
information.
Students must interact. An exchange of infonnation is
required, together with arguments and points ofview to have
feedback among the group members.
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S tudents must make proper use of collaborative skills: They
should collaborate developing and practicing responsibilities,
managing, decision making, communicating and controlling
the difficulties presented. 7

The teacher's role

The teacher must be an expert in managing collaborative virtual
environments in order to become a mediator, guide, assistant, counselor,
and motivator. B oth experti se and a well-devel oped academic
background are undoubtedly a plus. In addition, the teacher' s work
ineludes pedagogical, social, organizational and technical aspects.
Qualitative Evaluation

In general, diagnostic, formative, and summative assessments
were carried out during the semester. A brief review of the type of
evaluation used is useful for better understanding of the proj ect.
D i ag n o s t i c a s s e s s me n t s h o w s t u tors the state of studen t s '
communicative skill s, as a basis for organizing the material according
to their specific needs. Formative assessment is used to have a elear
picture of the development of new skills acquired by students as well
as the number of objectives still to be reached. Summative assessment
shows whether the student has acquired the expected leaming at the
end of the process. 8
The evaluation had to be balanced between time devoted to
virtual and in-elass participation : 45 % for the virtual elassroom
acti vities and 5 5 % for i n -c 1 a s s partici pation . Thus, the assessment was
as fol lows: pair assessment ( 1 5 % ) ; language usage (in the development
of communication techniques) (20%) ; individual speech ( 1 0% ) ; virtual
participation (30% ) ; final exam (25 % ) .
7
�

Rosmery Hernández. Unidad Didáctica: Diseño e i mplementación de cursos virtuales en el marco
de la educación virtual (Uni versidad Nacional. 2006 ).
Murray Turoff, "Designing a V i rtual Classroom." ¡mema/iollal JOllmal of Edllcational
COllllll unications 1 ( 1 9 9 5 ) 2/3 . 6 A u g u s t 2007, < h t t p : //w e b . nj i t . e d u / - t u roff/Papers/
DesigningVirtuaIClassroom. html>.
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Tbe virtual platform: Moodle
A brief description of the Moodle platform can be found on its
web site. Moodle is an altemative to commercial solutions like
Blackboard and WebCT and it is freely distributed under the Open
S ource l i c e n s e . 9 Moodle ' s learning environment is based on
constructivist pedagogical principIes with a modular design, which
makes it easy to add content to motivate students . Its creator Martin
Dougiamas is an educator and systems engineer whose work is based
on s o c i a l c o n s tructi v i s m pri n c i pI e s . The concept o f s o c i al
constructivism extends ideas observed in a social group, which
constructs a mutual leaming, building a culture of sharing contents and
meanings in a collaborative fashion . When one is inserted into a
culture like this, we are constantly leaming the way to beco me a part
of this culture on many levels .
Working with Virtual . Tools

Since the Moodle pl atform was used only as technological
support for the Elocution c1ass due to the oral communicative nature
of this course, the use of tools in this environment was limited to five
of them, namely the Interactive j oumal, the Opinion forum, the
Assignment, the News forum, and the Questionnaire.
Illteractive Journal: This tool was chosen with the aim ofhaving a way
to look at and assess how students work outside the traditional
c1assroom . In the first part of the course, once the students had leamed
the different communication techniques, they were assigned to be
developed outside the traditional c1assroom and put it into practice
inside the c1assroom. The j ournal was then used by students to ponder
over their individual work within the group and the group ' s participation
all together in the construction of knowledge. They expressed their
ideas in regards to the development of the out-of-c1ass activities by
9

Accessed 25 Apri l 2007. <http :www. moodle.org>.
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peer-assessment and reflecting on their own work. Afterwards, they
uploaded this information to the platform.
Opinioll forum : Forums were carried out at the end of individual
speeches. The forum ' s obj ective was for the student to react in an
active way after the instructor had posted a question to be discussed.
Each student had to add his/her opinion even at times before he/she
could see or kn9w everyone else ' s participations. Undoubtedly, if we
compare the traditional clas sroom and the virtual classroom, individual
participation was i mproved, since one of the biggest obstacles in
conversational classes is the lack of participation because of the
reluctance to talk in front of the group. In the end, the same individuals
are the ones who participate all the time . The forum makes an equitable
participation in any of the discussions and the most i mportant i s that
it is real and within the functional use of the language. The student i s
forced t o think and use the language. I n every forum, students were
asked to summarize, reflect, critique, add extra information and
evaluate their classmates' performance after each speech. In this way,
each forum was different and at the same time, practice was provided
with a variety of techniques for academic interaction and functional
uses of the language.
Ass;gnment: The students had to share their materi al before presenting
their speeches using the Assignment tool . This was done in order to
facilitate the other students with a better understanding of the topic to
be developed. For example, they would upload a glossary with
unknown vocabulary, a link to a web page as supporting ideas, or an
article introducing the topic . In this way, the "audience" was prepared
for the speaking activity beforehand using critical thinking abilities for
a more active contribution to the talk.
News forum : The news forum was a communication space between
teacher and students, where they could find new activities, messages ,
o r follow-up exercises. This tool was particularly a great example o f the
respect towards the learning speeds of each individual, since they could
work on the task at their own speed and as many times as required.
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Questionnaire : This tool allowed teachers t o a s ses s the leaming of
theoretical material in a remote way and thus , the time from the regular
class was entirely devoted to language practice and comprehension .
Though the main obj ective of the c1ass was to use the language in
different communicative environments ; to master the communication
techniques w as essential for the development of the strategies.
Other possible tools

Teachers can apply this methodology even if they do not have a
virtual platform such as Moodle . AH of the aboye techniques can be
developed with similar tools such as e-mail accounts, weblogs , public
chat rooms , and the World Wide Web itself. Other public platforms
such as Dokeos are also available.
CMap Tools was also used. 1 O It is not part of the Moodle
platform, but it is of public use. Among the techniques found for the
construction of knowle�ge, CMap Tool s facilitates concept mapping
to organize and represent the material studied. The link to the
downloading page was pasted in the platform but the students can
access it by themselves as wel l . However, the concept map was first
taught from scratch on paper so that the pupils could see the process
of the mappi ng rather than manipulating the technological tool first.
Though these tool s do not offer the pri vacy that a platform would
provide, a well-planned course and subsequent lessons make it possible
to achieve the same communicative obj ectives that this methodology
seeks to fulfi l l .

Conclusion
The Information and Communication Technologies cannot be
inserted into the leaming process without due careo They need
pedagogical and methodological planning which lays the fou ndations
10

CMap tools can be downloaded royalty free from the web s i te of the Institute for H u man and
Machine Cognition: <http://cmap.ihmc. us/>.
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of their i mplementation . As mentioned aboye, technology by itself i s
not going t o i mprove the teaching-Ieaming process , b u t evidence does
show that these virtual Ieaming environments can enhance students :
experiences and motivation. At the .same time, construction ofknowledge
in a colIaborative manner is encouraged with cutting-edge tooIs .
The Elocution course c ultivated students ' motivation not only to
use the English Ianguage in an int�resting and significant way, but it aIso
showed these future Ianguage teachers that colIaborative environments
contribute to teaching and to the motivation of those involved.
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