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This virtual ethnographic study describes what it is
like to study in a virtual |anguage |earning conmunity.
Dat a was generated through partici pant observation, online
interviews with sel ected students, and analysis of publicly
avai |l abl e docunents related to the community.

An anal ysis of both the class activity and the

synchronous interviews |led to the discovery of six general

i nsi ghts.

. Mul ti ple neans of interaction are inportant in
virtual classes, but each student should be
all owed to sel ect which nmeans of interaction
he/she will (or will not) use.

. Change is an inevitable and necessary part of
virtual comrunities if they are to continue for
nore than a few nonths.

. Language | earning communities take a conscious

effort to devel op and mai ntain.



. The cont ext-poor nedium of virtual interviews
requires that the interviewer conpensate by paying
nore attention to the text he/she receives.

. Virtual interviews require attention to tine,
including the tine it takes to conduct the
interview, the tinme it takes to gain the trust of
community nenbers, and a consi deration of what
time zones are involved in any interview

. Since the nenbers of the community will have a
wi de range of technol ogi cal equi pnent and
experience, the teacher (or researcher) needs to
adj ust his/her plans to what is available to a
speci fic student.

Online teachers and researchers should take the

foll owi ng recommendati ons into consideration in planning
their class/study.

. Have a Back-up Pl an.

. Establish G ound Rules at the Start.

. Al'l ow Sufficient Tine.

. Take Time Zone Differences into Consideration.

. Provide for Miultiple Means of Participation, but

Make Specific Means of Participation Optional.



Provide a Means for Students (and Teachers) to Cet
to Know Each O her.
Provide Extra Tine for the Interviews.

Consi der Using Email as an Interview Techni que.

Vi
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CHAPTER 1: THE PROBLEM

Prem ses

This study is based on two prem ses: 1) virtual
| anguage | earning conmunities are possible, and 2) it is
possible to generate data on virtual ESL/EFL cl asses by
means of conducting virtual (online) interviews with the
students. | establish the first prem se first through a
review of the literature (Chapter 2: Review of the
Literature) and then through a naturalistic study of an
onl i ne | anguage | earning conmmunity. The community | studied
(Witing Through the Internet or WII) devel oped from an
asynchronous witing course offered through the Vandar
Online Witing School (VCES) into a fair sized
(approxi mately 70 nenber) |anguage | earning community. It
has been in continuous session for the past three years and
appears to be able to continue for several years nore.

My review of the literature and nmy study al so partially
support ny second premise. In nmy review of the literature
(“Chapter 2: Review of the Literature” and “Chapter 3:

Met hodol ogy”), | show how researchers have started
conducti ng et hnographic research within virtual communities.

In my study, | was able to generate consi derabl e data by



conducting online interviews. At the sanme tine, | found I
had to include both participant observation and anal ysis of
witten docunments to generate sufficient data for devel oping

an understandi ng of the community | was studying.

My Role in the Study

My role in this study was that of a participant
observer. M participation in this study is outlined in
detail in Chapter 4: Controlled Chaos. Basically, | felt
that participation was essential for acquiring a working
know edge of the class/community | was studying. Only by
participating in this community could I hope to understand
what was going on in the class and devel op interview
questions that would lead ne to a greater understandi ng of
what it means for an ESL/EFL student to study in an online
cl ass.

Since this is an online class, | used what Hi ne (1998,
2000a, 2000b) and B. Mason (1999) call a virtual
et hnography. A virtual ethnography is an ethnography in
whi ch the culture being studied is conpletely on-line. Most
of ny data generation was carried out through virtual
interviews, but | also made use of participant observation

as well as publicly avail abl e docunents and | ogs of the



weekly chat sessions. Due to the nature of the nmedi um
interviews that are carried out in the virtual world of the
| nternet have characteristics that are seldomfound in
interviews carried out in the physical world. These

di fferences are described in detail in Chapter 5: Findings
and Recommendati ons.

The basis of using naturalistic inquiry in this study
fits what virtual researchers (e.g. Blanchard, 2000; Hi ne,
1998, 2000a, 2000b; B. Mason, 1996, 1999; Slater, nessage on
online interviews posted to Virtual Methods discussion |ist,
27 Feb 2000; Waern, nessage on online interviews posted to
Virtual Methods discussion list, 27 Feb 2000) consider the
best way to generate data in an online community. It also
fits inwith the literature on qualitative research (e.g.

Li ncol n and Guba, 1985; Marshall and Rossman, 1995; J.
Mason, 1996) that calls for the researcher to becone a part

of the comunity under study.

Statenment of the Probl em
The virtual ESL/EFL cl assroom appears to be gaining
ground. Al though dual node classes (face-to-face cl asses
with an online portion) are still the normin ESL and EFL

cl asses, virtual |anguage classes are appearing not only in
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free | anguage school s and cl asses such as VOES and WIl, but
also in universities around the world. Admttedly, nost of
the university sponsored virtual ESL/EFL classes require
physi cal contact at sone point (an orientation neeting, for
exanpl e), enough virtual classes are appearing to nmake
research into this type of community a nore conmon
experience than it was previously.

Meanwhi | e, there has been an increase in what Bl anchard
(2000), Hi ne (1998, 2000a, 2000b), and B. Mason (1996, 1999)
call virtual ethnography or virtual nethodol ogy. Wile the
problemwas originally to study what ESL and EFL students
went through in an online class, it soon becane two-fold: 1)
How does an online ESL/EFL cl ass becone a | anguage | earni ng
communi ty? and 2) How can data on this phenonenon be
generated through a virtual nethodol ogy? The second
question specifically addressed the concern on how online

interviewing differs fromface-to-face interview ng.

Evol uti on of the Problem

As nentioned above, ny original purpose in this study
was to answer the question: “Wiat is it like to study in an
online ESL/EFL class.” This study does not attenpt to

answer the question about how rmuch English the students
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| earn, or how they learn, but what they do in the class and
how they do it. Specifically, the question can be reworded
as “What happens in an online ESL/EFL conmunity?” This
gquestion arose from seeing many teachers offer their
services as online teachers/tutors for EFL students. The
advertisenments fell into groups that included individual
teachers who were willing to offer their services for free,
i ndi vi dual teachers who charged for such services, and a
group of online | anguage schools that either offered free
courses or charged a small amount. M plans were to
interview students in several virtual classes, making use,
especially, of ny connections as a teacher in the Vandar
Onl i ne Language School .

As ny study devel oped, however, | found nyself
concentrating specifically on how one class (W) devel oped
froma standard VOES witing class into a virtual |anguage
| earning community. (For a description of the differences
bet ween the two, see the next section on Significance of the
Study.) M original study, therefore, was nodified by the
addition of an additional question: How does an online
ESL/ EFL cl ass becone a | anguage | earning comunity?

An interest in carrying out online studies has al so

arisen. More researchers are carrying out virtual research
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studies, especially in the area of virtual communities (e.g.
Bl anchard, 2000; Hine, 1998, 2000a, 2000b; B. Mason, 1996,
1999). | considered it inportant to see how face-to-face
studies were different fromvirtual studies, as well as what
probl enms researchers mght face. M study was further

nodi fied, then, by the addition of a third question: Wat

di fferences exist between virtual and “real -world” (face-to-
face) interviewing? Although | retained ny original plans
to conduct virtual (online) interviews as ny principal neans
of generating data, after nodifying ny research question to
ask what happens in the class, | further nodified ny study
by using virtual participant observation and anal yzi ng
publicly available witten docunents concerning this

comunity.

Research on Virtual C assroons

According to Condon (2000), nost literature on virtual
cl assroons currently available is exploratory in nature. It
describes attenpts to use networked conputer environnents,
either as a neans of offering classes or as an adjunct to a
face-to-face class. The vast mgjority of this literature
sinply describes howto set up a virtual ESL/EFL cl ass or

how to use the Internet within a teacher’s regul ar



cl assroom Further, Condon (2000) explains that the
literature that is not related to using the Internet as an
adjunct to the regular classroom generally relates to
emai | - based virtual classroonms. Al nost none of the studies
currently avail able deal with chat- and MOO based cl asses.
O these few studies, nost focus on the contrast between the
traditional and the conputer-equi pped cl assroom

Al t hough nost of the literature concentrates on the use
of dual node cl asses, the studies that deal with conpletely
virtual classes generally focus on specific types of
Conmput er Medi at ed Conmruni cation (Aitsiselm, 1999; Baym
1995; Cherny, 1999; Curtis, 1992; Donath, 1999; Frank and
Davi e, 2001; LaMonica, 2001; Reid, 1991; Smth, 1996).
There is, as yet, very little literature that focuses on
mul ti nmedia virtual classes such as WII (e.g., Bicknell,

1998; Coghl an, 1999; Coghlan and Stevens, 2000).

Significance of the Study
As di scussed below, this study contributes to the
research in two principle areas: 1) distance learning in the
area of virtual ESL/EFL courses and 2) synchronous

interviews in virtual ethnographic studies.
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Wiile there is sone research on the use of the Internet
in | anguage teaching, little has been done on its nore
recent use as the primary neans of offering such classes.
The findings of this study have inplications for integrating
the Internet into the curriculumand for the structuring of
on-line ESL/EFL courses.

The concept of distance education (students taking
courses fromrenote | ocations) at the university level is
not a new one; in fact, instruction across nuch of the
curricul um has been avail able via nodem satellite and
public access television for years now. However, distance
education in ESL/EFL has not traditionally been a viable
option, as tools were not previously available to do nore
than deliver information (Berge & Collins, 1995). Until
recently, distance education courses in ESL/EFL were |imted
to traditional correspondence courses, satellite
transm ssion, video (both one-way and interactive), and
audi o-t apes.

Also until recently, the use of the Internet was
l[imted to providing resources for traditional (face-to-
face) classes (e.g. Dave’'s ESL Cafe
<http://ww. esl cafe.conr). Thanks to increasing

opportunities for interaction on the Internet, however, it



is becom ng possible to not only transmt instruction, but
to facilitate communi cative and col | aborative |earning for

| anguage students at a distance (e.g. English for Internet
(EFI') at StudyCom <http://ww. study.conr). Even now,

t hough, the majority of ESL/EFL sites provide either
resources for students (or teachers) in traditional classes,
or lists of World Wde Wb (WWN |inks that can be used to
find these resources. Except for a few schools, use of the
Internet for offering ESL/EFL classes is limted basically
to non-credit courses with volunteer teachers.

Virtual ESL/EFL classes are inportant to study first,
to di scover how they may becone | anguage | earni ng
communities, and second, because they will likely affect
traditional F2F classes by all ow ng students another way to
interact with either native speakers of the target |anguage
or with other |earners of the target |anguage. Further,
according to Blanchard (2000), the naturalistic paradigmis
appropriate in this type of study because virtual |anguage
| earni ng communiti es are context dependent and have a
hi story, a set of traditions and processes of interaction
that can only be studied as they naturally occur.

Hi ne (2000a, 2000b) recognizes that studies on virtual

space have denonstrated that online environnents are
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cultural contexts in their own right. By focusing on the
social formations that energe online, these studies have
established this space as a context for doing soci al
research.

A search of the literature on online ESL indicates that
the Internet is currently used in TESOL in one of four
speci fic areas:

First, the Internet as a neans of interaction anpbng

t eachers and for teachers to gather infornmation: One of the

maj or uses of the Internet by ESL/EFL teachers is as a neans
of gathering information, sharing ideas, and conmuni cati ng
with other teachers around the world. This includes the use
of e-mail discussion groups such as TESL-L and NETEACH L
Anot her use is to search databases such as ERIC, search
online libraries, and visit World Wde Wb ESL/EFL sites.

Second, the Internet as a neans for students to

interact with other students, to gather information and/or

to receive tutoring: Students in ESL/EFL cl asses can use it

to obtain authentic reading material, to gather information,
and to communi cate with other students around the world
(either through such discussion groups as the student SL-

Li sts operated out of Latrobe, Australia or through keypal

services found on many Wrld Wde Wb pages). They can al so
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post their own witing to on-line magazi nes such as WNGS or
on their own (or a class) Wb page. There are also a |l arge
nunber of Wb sites that are basically tutorial areas for
students who wsh to inprove their skills in specific

| anguage areas. Anong these are the great nunber of ESL/EFL
pages the student can go to for help in his/her |anguage

| earni ng career. For exanples of this type of site, go to
the Tower of English at http://ww.towerofenglish.comor
Dave’s ESL Cafe on the Wb at http://ww. esl caf e. com

Third, the Internet as a neans of offering additional

tutoring/help to ESL/ EFL students enrolled in face-to-face

classes: Students in regular face-to-face classes can
receive tutoring through e-mail, a world wi de web page, or a
chat room Wile these tutors are sonetines attached to a

| anguage school, many of them are ESL/EFL teachers who want
experience on the Internet and either offer their services
as volunteers or charge a snall fee for their services.

Many of these are now advertising in such places as the
Tower of Engli sh.

Fourth, the Internet as the primary nmeans of offering

ESL/ EFL cl asses: The nost recent use of the Internet for

ESL/ EFL purposes is the offering of conplete ESL/EFL

cl asses. Wile courses in reading, witing, and grammar
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have been offered for a few years, there has al so been a
recent increase in the teaching of both |istening
conprehensi on and oral production through Wb Based ESL/EFL
courses. Wiile these have traditionally been offered by

vol unteers who have an interest in hel ping ESL/ EFL students,
now | anguage schools (both accredited and unaccredited) and
institutions of higher education, are also offering these

courses through the Internet.

| nportance of the Study

This study is inportant in two areas: 1) virtual
ESL/ EFL cl asses and 2) virtual ethnography. |Its first area
of inmportance is in the devel opnment of virtual ESL/EFL
cl asses. Wiile many teachers are starting to offer tutoring
services and online classes for ESL and EFL students, these
services are usually asynchronous (web sites, emi
distribution lists) and do little nore than offer grammar
and witing tips or do editing and proofreading. Those
cl asses that offer synchronous (chat, MOO services, often
do so as an adjunct to the asynchronous part of the class
and not as part of an integrated whole. Mst use of the
Internet in ESL and EFL classes, in fact, are little nore

than adjuncts to the regular face-to-face cl ass.



13

Further, this study points out the inportance of
bui l ding a sense of community in the virtual |anguage cl ass,
thereby transformng the class froma nere | anguage | earni ng
exercise to a true | anguage | earning community. As shown in
my review of the literature (Chapter 2), there is little or
no research done on Internet-based | anguage cl asses. This
is especially true inrelation to the learner. The few
| ear ner - based studies that are currently being published
deal principally with the necessity for building community
in online | anguage courses.

Virtual ESL/EFL classes are also inportant to study
because they will likely affect traditional F2F cl asses by
al l owi ng students another way to interact with either native
speakers of the target |anguage or with other |earners of
the target |anguage. Alnobst all studies related to this
phenonenon are recent, having conme out wwthin the last two -
three years (e.g. Bliss, 2000; Cherny, 1999; Coghlan &

St evens, 2000; Kasper, 2000; Whber & Lieberman, 2000;
Yurgens, 2000). This study adds to the literature in this
ar ea.

The second area in which ny study is inportant is in
the field of virtual ethnographic studies. Virtual

met hodol ogy is a fairly new area with relatively little
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publ i shed research (e.g. Blanchard, 2000; Hi ne 1998, 2000a,

2000b; B. Mason, 1996, 1999; Paccagnella, 1997; Thonpson,

St raubhaar and Bol yard, 1998). This study denonstrates its
i nportance in virtual nmethodol ogy by providing insights on

t he use of synchronous interview ng as a neans of generating
data in a virtual study.

Hi ne (2000a, 2000b) recogni zes that studies on virtual
space have denonstrated that online environnents are
cultural contexts in their own right. By focusing on the
social formations that enmerge online, the research she
menti ons has established this space as a context for doing
social research. This study adds to the literature in this

ar ea.

Research Questions

There are many possi bl e questions related to studying
ESL or EFL in a virtual classroom For the purposes of ny
study, | selected the follow ng overall question.

What happens in an online ESL/EFL comunity?

Note that this study does not attenpt to answer the
guestion about how nmuch English the students |earn, or how
they learn, but what they do in the class and how they do

it.
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Arising fromthis question, however, were two nore
guestions that guided ny study.

How does an online ESL/EFL class becone a | anguage
| earni ng comuni ty?

What differences exist between virtual and “real -worl d”

(face-to-face) interview ng?

Al though | started with these questions, it should be
remenbered that naturalistic studies change as they
progress. Naturalistic research, according to Lincoln and
Guba (1985), is energent (See also d esne and Peshkin
1992). Therefore, these questions were just the starting
point in ny research. The follow ng subsidiary questions
energed in the course of ny study.

. What are the elenents of a virtual conmmunity?

. How can these el enents be fostered so that the
comunity continues to grow?

. What changes occur in the community as it grows?

. VWhat el enents of the virtual world affect
intervi ews?

. Can asynchronous interviews aid in increasing data
generation?

. How can ot her neans of data generation (e.g.
partici pant observation) aid in devel oping a
virtual study?
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Fi ndi ngs

Six major findings/insights resulted fromthis study.
Wiile they are listed and briefly described bel ow, a
conpl ete description of each finding/insight is located in
Chapter 6: Findings and Recommendati ons.

1. Mul tiple neans of interaction are inportant in

virtual classes, but each student should be
all owed to sel ect which nmeans of interaction
he/she will (or will not) use.

Al t hough the use of asynchronous comuni cation (emai
di scussion lists and bulletin boards) is a vital part of
havi ng a successful online | anguage class, so also is
synchronous conmuni cati on (chat roons, MOGOs, IMclients).

2. Change is an inevitable and necessary part of

virtual communities if they are to continue for
nore than a few nonths.

Change is a necessary adjunct to growh. Wthout it,
any class or comunity will tend to becone static, in which
case the nmenbers often |lose interest in participating and
eventually drop out. Change in virtual |anguage |earning
communities may occur in one of the followi ng three areas:
the prograns used, the nmake-up of the community, the

community goal s.

3. Language | earning communities take a conscious
effort to devel op and nmi ntain.
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Bef ore a | anguage | earning class can becone a | anguage
| earning community, it needs a sense of community. Wile a
sense of community may occur spontaneously in many virtual
spaces, the planning for a virtual class should take this
into consideration and plan for it fromthe begi nning.

4. The cont ext-poor nmedium of virtual interviews
requires that the interviewer conpensate by paying
nore attention to the text he/she receives.

The main nedia difference between virtual and face-to-
face interviews is directly related to the amount of data
that the interview carries. |In face-to-face interview ng,

t he researcher gathers nuch of his/her information through
non-verbal cues such as body | anguage (gestures, posture,
etc.) and tone of voice. The researcher and the informnt
see each other and can tell if the other is really
interested, how the other is dressed or sitting/standing and
the expression on the other’'s face. None of these cues are
available in the virtual interview since it is conpletely
text based. The text only data can be seen in both a
negative and a positive light. While there is a |ack of

non-ver bal cues, background data on the conmunity being

studied is generally avail able online.
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5. Virtual interviews require attention to tine,
including the tine it takes to conduct the
interview, the tinme it takes to gain the trust of
community nenbers, and a consideration of what
time zones are involved in any interview
The virtual researcher needs to consider the tine
necessary to learn the nores of the group, to learn how to
use the prograns and chat clients used by the group, and the
time it takes to type answers to online interviews. A major
factor related to tinme is the existence of tine zones. 1In a
virtual study using synchronous interview ng, the researcher
and informant may be as nuch as 12 hours in difference. |If
one is awake, the other may well be sleeping. If it is
after normal working hours for one, it may be the m ddl e of
wor ki ng hours for the other. Failure to consider this can
make for problens in the interview
6. Since the nenbers of the community will have a
wi de range of technol ogi cal equi pnent and
experience, the teacher (or researcher) needs to
adj ust his/her plans to what is available to a
speci fic student.
O her than audio and video recorders, there are no
techni cal considerations in face-to-face interviews.
Virtual interviews, on the other hand, are generally high-
tech. They require the equi pnent, connections, and

knowl edge, to use the Internet. At a minimum this neans a

conputer with a nodem an account with an Internet Service
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Provider (1SP), and sone experience both in browsing the
Internet and in using chat roons. The follow ng conditions

are common in virtual studies.

a. Different nmedia use different anounts of
bandw dt h.
b. Connection speed varies with the tinme and the

anount of bandw dth bei ng consuned.

C. | nt ernet connections may di sappear for what
appears to be for no reason at all.

d. Sonetinmes a particular chat client is unavail abl e.

Assunpti ons

Every study begins with at | east one assunption. The
assunptions for this study are, first, that community
building is possible within a virtual |anguage class and
second, that it is possible to generate useful data through
t he nedium of a virtual ethnography.

There has been consi derabl e research that supports the
first assunption. Barber (1995), Blanchard (2000), Miller
(1999), Haythornthwaite, Kazner, Robins, and Shoenaker
(2000), anobng others, all point out that virtual conmunities
do exist. Further, they denonstrate that a sense of
comunity within a virtual environnent can be as strong as

in a face-to-face environment.
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There is al so consi derabl e research concerning ny
second assunption, that it is possible to generate useful
data through the nmediumof a virtual ethnography. Anong
t hose who have reported on virtual studies are H ne (1998,
2000a, 2000b), B. Mason (1996, 1999) and Paccagnella (1997).
It has becone common enough that the posters on the virtual -
met hods di scussion |ist commonly di scuss how to use vari ous
et hnogr aphi ¢ techni ques. For exanple, during the nonth of
February 2000, there was a fairly active discussion on
virtual interviews. In this discussion, four posters,
Bennett, Kendall, Slater, and Waern, discussed both the
negative (as well as positive) aspects of virtual

interviews, and how to overcone the negative aspects.

Limtations

| recogni zed four potential limtations to ny study.

The first was the context-poor environnment of virtual
communi cation. As nentioned later, text-only comunication
| acks the non-verbal and paralinguistic cues that are found
in face-to-face communi cation. |In addressing this potenti al
limtation, | agreed with Bl anchard (2000) and Thonpson,
St raubhaar and Bol yard (1998) that, while text-only

comuni cation may | ack many of the cues found in face-to-
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face communi cation, in sonme ways, the lack of cues can be
useful in forcing the researcher and informant to nmake an
effort to be sure that they say what they actually nean.

A second potential limtation is the ability of
participants in a virtual community to adopt any persona
they wish. Participants in a virtual community can adopt
what ever persona they need for the conmunication act of the
nmoment. The question then arises as to whether the use of
pseudonyns woul d affect the ability of the researcher to
generate the necessary data about the community. | reasoned
that, just as people adopt masks in face-to-face situations,
so al so, the use of pseudonyns shoul d have no negative
effect on a virtual study. People will adopt the persona
necessary no matter what the environnent is. At the sane
time, when a mnor adopts the persona of an ol der person, it
may | ead to observation of or participation by informants
who are legally protected, and therefore nay cause probl ens
for the researcher. The use of voice is only one way to
protect against this type of problem

A third potential limtation was the need for high-end
technology to participate in both the community | was
studying and in the interviews | had planned. | saw the

possibility the requirenment for fairly high-end equi pnent
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and software mght limt ne to interviewing only those
community nenbers who had the requisite hardware. |
reasoned that nenbers of the conmunity woul d have the
requi site hardware and software since they were needed to
participate in the class. | also reasoned that | could
mat ch the nedia used to conduct ny interviews to the |evel
of equi pnment and software of the participants.

A fourth limtation is based on nmy phil osophy that
| anguage i s best |earned by using the | anguage to
comuni cate with others. This comunication should be
related to topics of nutual interest and be used in as
natural a context as possible. To do this, it is inportant
to devel op communities in which the participants can di scuss
topics and | earn about each other. Further, it is helpful
for the students to use | anguage to teach others how to
carry out activities. In this way, neaning can be
negoti ated and the students can both inprove their conmand
of the | anguage, but can al so denonstrate their mastery of
t he communi cation skills they are trying to devel op.

At the sane time, community is not the only necessary
el enent in |l anguage learning. It is also necessary for the
teachers to provide both the needed conprehensibl e input

(1+1) (Krashen, 1985), as well as the opportunity to produce
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t he conprehinsible output (Pica, 1994; Swain, 1985)

necessary both to practice | anguage devel opnent and to
eval uate whet her that output is adequate for conmunication.
Again, this is best done through conmmunication activities

that require negotiation of neaning.

D fferences between a Virtual Cass and WI

When | started this study, | expected a regul ar class
that had a begi nning and endi ng date, and with set |essons
and assignnents. | found, instead, a class that had a
begi nning three years previously, but had no ending in
si ght .

Al t hough a description of the WII community that |
studi ed can be found in Chapter 4: Controlled Chaos, the
following is a brief description of what | expected to find
as conpared to what actually occurred. Experience in online
teaching in ESL, as well as what | had seen in the
literature related to online ESL courses led nme to believe
that | would find a nore-or-less traditional class that had
been transferred to the Internet. 1In other words, teachers
woul d instruct students on the proper use of specific
| anguage skills (e.g. grammar, writing, reading

conprehension). Students would enroll in a class for a set
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period of tinme (a term and carry out a set number of
assignnments. Teachers would correct the assignnents and
return themto the students with comments on how to inprove.
Eval uati on woul d occur at various tinmes, either through
tests or through witten assignnments. At the end of the
term the teacher would give the student a grade or other
means of certifying how much he/she had inproved during the
term

That is not what | found. Students join W at any
time and remain as long as they are interested in the class.
While WII officially has three assignnents (participate in
the chat sessions, participate in the discussion list, and
create a Wb page), students are expected to carry out a
m ni mum of only one of these assignnments. Even the
“assignnments” that are posted to the e-class are consi dered
optional. But this does not nean that the students do not
attend the class. Since the atnosphere is relaxed, with no
eval uations, students tend to participate actively in the
di scussion list and, when their tine zone pernmts, in the
chat sessions. Students who cannot participate in the
weekly chat sessions still participate in out-of-class
sessions using one of the three nost common | nstant

Messagi ng systens.
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In the traditional use of the word teacher, the teacher
hol ds sone type of authority over the students. He/she is
expected to evaluate the students and give thema final
grade. Students and teachers are often seen as facing each
ot her over a desk that places limts on what is and is not
permtted. In W, there is no teacher-student dichotony.
Teachers are considered tutors based on 1) their know edge
of English, and 2) a denonstrated interest in participating
in the conmunity. Students are considered friends (not
students) and are often teachers when a topic conmes up that
they are experts in. For exanple, if a student is also a
conput er programmer, he/she nmay be a teacher when the cl ass
starts discussing a topic related to conputers. Further,
many of the students are also teachers in their own
countries. They are in the class not to |learn English, but
to inprove it and practice “speaking” wth native English
speakers. | found, instead of a traditional class that had
been transferred to the Internet, a group of friends who
woul d neet weekly to discuss topics of interest, and who
showed an interest in each others’ well being. |In other
words, there was a sense of community present that ny
experience did not prepare ne to expect in this type of

cl ass.
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Definitions of Terns
The following terns are used throughout the study.
These wor ki ng definitions should make them easier to
under st and.

Asynchr onous Conmuni cati on

Asynchronous conmuni cati on does not require that the
comuni cators be present and online at the sane tine.
The two nain varieties are e-nail, where the nessage is
delivered to the recipient’s nmail box to be read when
he/ she 1 ogs on, and bulletin boards (BBS) where the
nmessage is posted. In this case, the person who wants
to read the nmessage nust go to the specific address of
the bulletin board and log on to read it (Berge, 1993).
Bandwi dt h
Bandwi dth is the anmount of information that can be
carried through a phone line, cable line, satellite
feed, etc. As a neans of comuni cation beconmes cl oser
to face-to-face comrunication, it requires nore
bandwi dt h.

Bul |l eti n Boards

Bul l etin boards (al so known as news groups) are an
exanpl e of asynchronous comuni cation (the other being

email). Wile email is push nedia (the nessages are
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sent directly to the recipient), bulletin boards use
pull nmedia. The recipient nmust access the bulletin
board to read and reply to the nessages.

Chaos Navi gati on

Chaos Navi gati on occurs when people in a chat roomare
communi cating in many channels, as well as in several
threads of content at the sane tinme. |In this study,
chaos navigation is also called controlled chaos and

intuitive controll ed chaos.

Chat refers to “synchronous communi cati on between two
or nore people, using the keyboard as the nmeans of
comuni cati on” (Dudeney, 2000, p. 156).

Chat dients

Chat clients are conputer prograns used for chat
sessions. They may be based on text, voice, or a
conmbination. Different chat roons use different
clients.

Conpr ehensi bl e | nput

Krashen (1985) defines conprehensible i nput as | anguage
that students are able to understand. |[If i represents
students’ |inguistic conpetence, then i+l is the

| anguage a bit beyond the current |level, which still
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can be understood with the aid of contextual, social
assi stance, or both. This is the linguistic parallel to
Vygot sky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Devel opnent. Long
(1983), Pica and Doughty (1987), Pica, Lincoln-Porter,
Pani nos, and Linnell (1996), and Swain (1985), have
refined Krashen’s definition of conprehensible input to
i nclude an i +1 obtained by negotiated interaction.

This parallels another of Vygotsky' s concepts,
stressing the basic social nature of |earning. Wthout
a caregiver (an adult or nore advanced peer) trying to
make neani ng out of the students’ output (oral or
witten), the students have little chance to inprove
current |inguistic conpetencies.

Conpr ehensi bl e Qut put

After Krashen posited conprehensible input as a
prerequi site for second/foreign | anguage acqui sition,
researchers began to focus on conprehensi bl e output as
an opportunity for students to attend to the various
el enents of the target |anguage. Qutput that is not
conprehensible calls for negotiation and for further
input to help the student al ong the interlanguage

conti nuum (Pica, 1994; Swain, 1985).
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Di st ance Educati on

D stance Education is an educational process in which
the majority of the instruction occurs when student and
instructor are separated in space and/or tine (Hoffman
1996; Keegan, 1990; Saba, 1997; Sherry, 1996; Steiner,
1995: Tripathi, personal communication, Novenber 11,
1997; Verduin and dark, 1991). Although Steiner
(1995) explains that the terns di stance | earning and

di stance education are not interchangeabl e since

“distance learning is the result of distance education”

(p 1), many practitioners see themas synonynmous. 1In
this study, | will use these terns interchangeably.
For the purposes of this study, I will use the

definition devel oped by the Interregional Commttee on
D stance Learning, the commttee charged with

devel opi ng the guidelines for the regional
accreditation of distance |learning progranms. This

comm ttee defines distance education as a

formal educational process in which the
majority of the instruction occurs when
student and instructor are not in the
sane place. Instruction may be
synchronous or asynchronous. Distance
educati on nmay enpl oy correspondence
study, or audio, video, or conputer
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technol ogies (Interregional Conmittee on
D stance Learning 1997).

E-d ass

Enot i

Short for Electronic Cass. An e-class is a class
offered via electronic neans. Wile it may be offered
using any online nmedia, in the case of WIl, it is the

di scussion list portion of the class.

Studying English as a Foreign Language occurs in a non-
Engl i sh speaki ng environnent. The students in an EFL
class usually all speak the sanme first |anguage so
there is no natural reason to use the target |anguage.
In addition, students of EFL typically have exposure to
English only a few hours a week, usually in the
confines of an institutional setting (Brown, 1993).

cons (Snil eys)

Enoticons are “facial expressions nmade using
punctuation. These are used in email and chat to
communi cate feelings or enptions. They nmust be viewed
si deways to get the full effect” (Dudeney, 2000, p.

163) .
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Studyi ng English as a Second Language occurs in

cl assroom surrounded by an English speaking

envi ronnent. Students nust use English outside of
school to function in the host community. In addition,
the students in an ESL class often conme from vari ous
nati ve | anguage backgrounds, so they nmust use English
to communi cate with the teacher and with peers (Brown,

1993) .

Face-to-face. This is the common termfor the
traditional, or regular, classroom In the F2F
cl assroom the instructor and students are physically

present at the sanme place and tine.

| nst ant Messagi ng (I M

I nstant nessaging is a chat technol ogy that allows two
peopl e to send short nessages to each other thereby
hol di ng a synchronous conversation. After downl oadi ng
the I. M client onto the conputer, the user adds the
user-1Ds of his/her friends. Each user of a specific
. M client is able to see when his/her contacts are

on-line and send theminstant nessages.
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| nt er net
The Internet is an interconnection of conputer networks
covering the entire world in such a way that any
conputer connected to it can share information with any
ot her conputer also connected to it. Wile the nost
common i npression of the Internet is the Wrld Wde
Web, it also includes other features such as file
transfer protocol (FTP), electronic mail (e-mail),
Tel net, and Chat. Each of these can be used in online

t eachi ng.

Mul tiuser Object Oiented. MXOis a form of
synchronous conmuni cati on anong many people at the sane
time in which the conmuni cators can “create” roons,
furniture, and other objects. It differs from other
forms of synchronous conmuni cation such as I RC and
Chat, in that anything created in any session continues
to exist fromthat noment on and can be used by others
who log on to the particular MOO in which this object
or space has been created.

Lur ki ng
To lurk is to subscribe to a discussion list or

newsgroup but not post. Although the word |urk has
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negative connotations in real-life situations, it is
general ly recommended for a person to lurk on a

di scussion list or newsgroup until he/she has |earned
the norns of the group.

Online d ass/ Course

For the purposes of this study, an online class or
course is defined as a formal course of study either
with or without credit, by an institution, accredited
or non-accredited, in which the Internet is the primary
means of instruction, as well as the prinmary neans of
conmuni cati on between the instructor and the student,
and/ or between two or nore students.

Sense of Community

According to Mann (1978) and McM I Ilian and Chavis
(1986), a sense of community cones fromthe feelings of
bel ongi ng that nenbers have to their comunity. This
sense of comunity is unique to each community and is
what makes a community different fromnore than just a
group.

Synchr onous Comruni cati on

Synchronous conmuni cation requires that the interacting
communi cators both be present online at the sane tine.

This may be one-to-one comunication as in the talk,
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phone, or chat facilities that nany systens offer or
may be one-to-many as in Internet Relay Chat (1RC)
chat roons, and MOOs that are becom ng common. (Berge,
1993)

URL
The URL, or Uniform Resource Locator, is an |Internet
address. It includes the exact address of every
docunent on the Internet, including the type of
docunent it is.

Virtual Community

Rhei ngol d defines virtual comunities as “cul tural
aggregations that energe when enough people bunp into
each other often enough in cyberspace” (1993b, p. 1).
Expandi ng on this definition, he states that a virtual
comunity is

A group of people who may or may not

meet one anot her face-to-face, and who
exchange words and ideas through the
medi ati on of computer bulletin boards
and networks. In cyberspace, we chat and
argue, engage in intellectual discourse,
perform acts of conmerce, exchange

know edge, share enotional support, nmake
pl ans, brainstorm gossip, feud, fall in
|l ove, find friends and | ose them play
ganmes and netaganes, flirt, create a
little high art and a ot of idle talk.
We do everything people do when people
get together, but we do it with words on
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conput er screens, |eaving our bodies
behind (1993a, p. 58).

Simlarly, Blanchard (2000) and B. Mason (1999) see

t hem as groups of people who interact primarily through
Conmput er Medi at ed Commruni cati on and who have devel oped
a sense of belonging and attachment to each ot her even
t hough they rarely, if ever, interact with each other
face-to-face.

Vi rtual Et hnography/ Vi rtual Mt hodol ogy

According to H ne (1998, 2000a, 2000b) and B. Mason
(1996, 1999) a virtual ethnography is an ethnography
that “treats cyberspace as the ethnographic reality”
(B. Mason, 1996, p 4). Wat differentiates a virtual
et hnography froma regul ar ethnography is that it

occurs conpletely online.

Qutline of the Chapters
This study is arranged as follows. Chapter 1 sets the
background for the study. It begins with an expl anation of
why | selected ny topic. Then it describes ny role in the
study, including and expl anation of why | selected
partici pant observation. It goes on to state the problem

bei ng studi ed and di scuss the significance of the study.
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After that, it gives an overview of the research questions
and descri bes ny assunptions and the limtations of the
study. After giving a brief overview of the differences

bet ween what | expected to find and what | expected to find,
the chapter ends with definitions of ternms used throughout

t he study.

Chapter 2 is areviewof the literature related to the
use of the Internet in teaching Languages and to virtual
ESL/ EFL cl asses and virtual comunities. It concludes with
areviewof the literature related to virtual ethnographies.

Chapter 3 describes the nethodol ogi cal approach behind
my study. It describes the nature of ny study and outlines
nmy consi derations as a partici pant observer.

Chapter 4 describes the community under study fromthe
poi nt of view of both nmy participation and from what |
| earned frominterviews with sone of the students in the
class. It describes what happened in the class, and shows
how t he cl ass devel oped into a community.

Chapter 5 discusses the six major findings/insights as
related both to virtual |anguage community building and to
conducting virtual interviews. It ends with recommendations
for both devel opi ng and managi ng virtual |anguage cl asses

and for conducting virtual interviews.
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CHAPTER 2: REVI EW OF RELATED LI TERATURE

Chapt er Layout

This chapter focuses on the literature related to the
use of the Internet for offering classes in English as a
second or foreign | anguage and i ncludes both print and
online sources. Anpbng the print sources | used were recent
books and articles in the field, as well as searches of data
bases such as ERI C database, the indices of publications in
t he humanities, social sciences, education and indices
related to the teaching of foreign | anguages, the
Di ssertations Abstracts International (DAlI) database.
al so carried out online conversations with online ESL/EFL
instructors such as Steven Haber, David Tillyer, Arun-Kumar
Tripathi, Ruth Vilm, and Kevin WIlkinson as well as with
operators of online ESL/EFL schools such as Marsha Chan,

El ai ne Hoter, Debra Marsh, Jean Vernel, and David W net.

At the sane tinme, since ny research was conducted
conpletely online, the chapter also covers the literature
related to virtual nethodol ogy.

| have divided ny review of the literature into four

maj or areas of research
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First, since ny study concerns a virtual EFL class, the
| ongest, section concentrates on research related to the use
of the Internet in ESL and EFL Cl asses. In this section, |
give a description of what the literature indicates about
how the Internet inpacts on ESL and EFL teaching. Wile
research in this field concentrates on the use of the
Internet as an adjunct to the regular face-to-face cl ass,
there recent studies related to virtual classes.

The use of the Internet in the ESL and EFL cl ass | eads
directly into the second section that concentrates on the
devel opnment of virtual conmunities. While nost research in
this area relates to conmmunities that have devel oped in
newsgroups and enmail discussion lists, there is also sone
literature on MOO based comunities. Since WII uses both a
di scussion |ist and a MOO environnment, nuch of this research
is directly related to ny study.

Section three covers research related to students in
di stance education courses, specifically online courses.

The section describes what the literature says about these
students. The section concentrates on adult |earners
because nobst students who currently take online courses are

adul t s.
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Finally, in the fourth section | concentrate on
research related to virtual nethodology. Due to its
relatively new devel opnent as a field, there is little
publ i shed research related to virtual nethodol ogy. The
section deals specifically with virtual ethnographies and

online interview ng.

Research on the Use of the Internet in ESL/EFL C asses
An intense review of the literature related to the

teachi ng of ESL/EFL through the Internet reveals a dearth of
publ i shed research in this area. Two years ago, in 1999,
many postings on discussion lists related to teaching ESL
online nmentioned research that was currently being carried
out but had not yet yet been published. Two years later, in
2001, rmuch of that research still has not been published.
In 1995, Frizler (1995) stated, “the body of published
mat eri al which currently exists on the subject of using the
Internet in the ESOL classroomis sparse at best” (p.9). |If
she was witing today, the same statenment coul d be used.
Most of the information for her thesis was “through online
di scussion lists and their archives, newsgroups, the Wrld
Wde Web, and e-mail comuni cati on and MOO di scussions with

i nternational colleagues” (p. 9) and her own direct
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experience. Conditions are sonewhat better today, but still
not ideal (Condon, 2000; Kern and Warschauer, 2000;
Merisotis and Phipps, 1999; Warschauer and Kern, 2000).
In discussing the literature related to distance
| anguage | earni ng courses, Boyle (1995) indicates that, a
search of journal databases as far back as 1980 showed t hat
there was al nost no nmention of distance learning in the
| eadi ng journals devoted to | anguage teaching. Al nost no
| anguage teachers were famliar with the few distance
| earning projects in EFL and ESL that had taken place. In
fact, as Merisotis and Phipps (1999) say, “the vast mpjority
of what is witten about distance |learning is opinion
pi eces, howto articles, and second-hand reports” (p. 1).
According to Condon (2000) nost literature on virtua
cl assroons currently available is exploratory in nature. It
describes attenpts to use networked conputer environnents,
either as a neans of offering classes or as an adjunct to a
face-to-face class. Further, nost of what it describes is
the virtual classroomthat is based on the use of e-mail.
Al nost none of the studies currently available deal with
chat- and MOO based classes. O these studies, nost focus
on the contrast between the traditional and the conputer-

equi pped cl assroom
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War schauer and Kern (2000) al so support this. They
found that

the field was | ong on pedagogi cal suggestions for

expl oring networking technol ogy but short on

research. Despite a growi ng body of genera

research on conputer-nedi ated comruni cati on

relatively few studi es have been published that

deal specifically with second | anguage | earni ng

contexts (xi).

Further, Kern and Warschauer (2000) also nmention this
when they state that

to date, there has been relatively little

publ i shed research that explores the relationship

bet ween the use of conputer networks and | anguage

| earning. The sinple question to which everyone

wants an answer — Does the use of network-based

| anguage teaching | ead to better |anguage

| earning? — turns out not to be so sinple (2).

Kern and Warschauer (2000) indicate that the reason
there are few published studies is because this is an
energing field. They also find that there needs to be
further in-depth studies on the contexts in which internet-
based | anguage teaching and | earning occur. This is
especially so in light of the fact that nuch of what has
been published to date consists of informal reports by
t eachers concerni ng what they have done in their classes.

As nentioned above, nost literature concentrates on the

use of the Internet (in general) as an adjunct to the

regul ar classroom (Berge, 1993; Berge and Col lins, 1995;
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Graus, 1997; Herron, 1998; Kitao and Kitao, 1996; Swaffar

Romano, Markley and Arens, 1998; Wang and Dal ton, 1997;

War schauer, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1999, 2000; Warschauer and
Kern, 2000; Warschauer, Turbee and Roberts, 1996). At the
sane tinme, there is also nuch literature related to the use
of the Internet in specific Internet nedia. Al nost all of
this research is also related to the Internet as an adjunct
to face-to-face classes and concerns asynchronous

communi cation. The following is a list of research rel ated
to specific Internet nedia used as an adjunct to the regul ar
cl assroom \Wile nost of these deal specifically with

ESL/ EFL cl asses, two (Gonzal ez-Bueno, 1998 and Cruz Piol,
1997) relate to Spanish while others relate to classroons in
general .

Comput er Conf erences/ Newsgr oups: (Barber, 1995, 2000;
Beauvoi s, 1992; Davis and Brewer, 1997; Davis and Chang,
1994-95; Kelm 1992)

Email: (Aitsiselm, 1999; Gonzal ez- Bueno, 1998;

Kr oonenberg, 1994-95; Leh, 1997; Sayers, 1993; Shetzer,
1997; Soh and Soon, 1991)
Web- Based Instruction: (Cruz Pifol, 1997; Li and Hart,

1996)
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Chats and MOOs/ MUDs: (Boswel |, 1997; Falsetti, 1995;

Pelletieri, 2000; Turbee, 1996, 1997, 1999; Wber and
Li eber man, 2000)

The only research related specifically to virtua
ESL/ EFL cl asses (not to the Internet as an adjunct to other
cl asses) are Bicknell (1998), Coghlan (1999), Coghlan and
Stevens (2000), Frank and Davie (2001) and Frizler (1995).

Bi cknel | (1998) studi ed and descri bed an online ESL/EFL
class for a paper for one of his classes. He spent sone
time in the class, interviewed the teachers, and described
the class as he sawit.

Coghl an (1999) describes howto facilitate
communi cation in an online class. To explain how the
facilitating is done, he uses classes that he teaches or has
taught in an online environment. At the sane tinme, he
suggests that, whenever possible, online classes should al so
i ncorporate an off-line (face-to-face) portion.

Coghl an and Stevens (2000) describe what students say
about an online class they teamteach. Sone of their
students were present in the conference and were willing to

descri be their experiences in the class.
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Frank and Davie (2001) explain how they devel oped an

online community. They then describe how this comunity
assisted in the devel opnent of critical thinking skills.

Finally, Frizler (1995) devel oped an online witing
class for her Masters thesis. In this thesis, she describes
how t he students participated in an asynchronous class that
was taught conpletely by email and the World Wde Wb

This alnost total |ack of published research on virtua
ESL/ EFL cl asses may be related to the few such cl asses that
are offered. Except for a handful of |anguage school s
(e.g., English Town, English for the Internet, English
Learner, Peak English, and Vandar Online Language School
(see “Appendix A Internet Resources” for URL'S)), nobst ESL
and EFL teachers who use the Internet do so within their own
classes. A few have web sites where the students can cone
and receive help, either through tutoring or through access
to docunents (e.g., Dave’'s ESL Cafe, Online ESL Pal ace,
Randal | s ESL Cyber Listening Lab, Tower of English, Wb
Enhanced Language Learning (VELL) (see “Appendi x A: Internet
Resources” for URL’Ss)). Al of these, however, are neant to
be adjuncts to regular classes. They do not offer classes

as such.
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Research on virtual classes for first |anguage students
is a bit nore nunerous. Condon (2000), for exanple,
describes the participation in an online witing class.
Cogdi I I (2000) describes how students interact in flame wars
in a virtual classroom Hanson (2000) describes the
pedagogi cal nodel used in an online advanced conposition
classroom \What all three of these have in conmon however,
is their focus on describing the authors’ experiences in
their own cl asses.

In 1996, Warschauer, Turbee and Roberts (1996) found
that the nost popul ar fornms of Conputer Mediated
Commruni cation for |anguage teachers were still e-mail and
asynchronous conferencing, but it was still not used
extensively for distance |earning for ESL/EFL students.

Suppl emrental activities such as cross-cul tural exchanges,
pen pal witing, |ong-distance interviews, shared research
projects, joint student publications, and nulti-class

sinmul ations were (and still are) the nost common use of the
Internet. While they saw synchronous conferenci ng, becom ng
popul ar with conposition teachers, it still had not becone
very common in the second-|anguage classroom Today the use
of synchronous | anguage practice is common in | RC chat roons

and MOOs such as MundoHi spano for students of Spani sh,
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MOOF rancai s for students of French, and schMOOze University
for ESL/EFL students (see “Appendi x A: Internet Resources”
for URLs), to nmention the three nost well known (Falsetti,
1995; Hall, 1998; Hol nevi k and Haynes (2000); Meloni, 1998;
Tur bee, 1996, 1997, 1999; Vilm, 1998). Still, except in a
very few cases, chat and MOO environnents are generally used
as supplenmental activities in (or in addition to) regular
face-to-face classes and not as a neans of offering conplete
cl asses.

Wth the inprovenents in conputer technol ogy,
synchronous (MOO- and chat - based) | anguage cl asses have
becone nore popul ar during the past two years. It is now
common to find chat-based cl asses advertised on the
Internet. In sone cases, these are sinple tutorial sessions
for students who want a chance to practice their English.

In other cases, they are full virtual classes that
i ncorporate chat into their offering.

What the above literature about the use of the Internet
in ESL/EFL cl ass does showis that Internet-rel ated
| anguage-|l earning activities can be beneficial to ESL/EFL
students. Through the Internet, students wite to
communi cate with a variety of people for authentic purposes.

Therefore, students are notivated to wite for a broad
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audi ence, whi ch extends beyond the cl assroom and not just
conpose assignnents for the teacher. Students using e-nai
wi th keypals, for exanple, have a “real” audi ence--the
keypal --to read what they wite as well as having a purpose
nore in keeping with real-life witing--the need to
communi cate with their keypals (Bergs and Collins, 1995;
War schauer, 1996).

Accordi ng to Warschauer (1996), second and foreign
| anguage teachers began to integrate electronic
communi cation into | anguage teaching in the |late 1980s. For
teachers of second | anguage witing, the rationale and
notivation were largely the sanme as for their first |anguage
counterparts, chief anong these being that el ectronic
communi cation can bring about nore equal participation anong
second and foreign | anguage students as well as offering an
audi ence other than the teacher and a reason for witing
ot her than a cl ass assi gnnent.

Ruth Vilm, one of the | eading proponents of online
| anguage | earning activities, is constantly | ooking for
di stance | earning | anguage courses. Vilm (1998) adds nore
to the useful ness of electronic conmunication. She found
that there are 11 ways in which the Internet has been used

i n | anguage | ear ni ng.
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1. reference and research

2. i stening resources

3. finding grammar rul es

4. interactive exercises, activities, or drills for
vocabul ary, granmar, |istening, and reading

5. anal yzing texts

6. concor danci ng

7. searching for structures by which the student can

deduce rul es
8. publishing witing with the opportunity for reader
f eedback
9. communi cating internationally with e-mail keypals
or newsgroups
10. communicating in real tine
11. taking on-line courses, with tutor or teacher
partici pation
O the few di stance courses specifically for | anguage
learning that Vilm (1998) found, David Wnet's courses were
perhaps the first to be taught online, and he offers them
free of charge on an experinmental basis at English for
Internet. That is not to say there are no other online
| anguage schools. Besides English Town, English Learner,

and Peak English (see “Appendi x A: Internet Resources” for
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URLs), the University of Hull in the United Kingdomoffers

two online ESL/EFL classes in their site called Merlin:
Wrld Cass. Since 1997, this school has been teaching 15-
week, Internet-based, distance EFL courses in English for
Busi ness and English for Comruni cation. According to the
coordi nator, however, the classes have had few students
enrolled at any one tinme (Meloni, Personal Conmunication).

Even in the area of online courses in general, there is
little to be found. As Schrum (1998) says,

The i npact of online courses has only begun to be

investigated. To date, the traditional distance

education literature has focused on the design and

i npl enent ati on of correspondence, conpressed

video, or satellite broadcast delivery courses (p.

53).
While this literature may provide sone parallels, it does
not directly relate to on online courses.

Swan (1994) also found that students taking Interactive
Vi deo Network (IVN) classes in Spanish, College Al gebra, AP
English, and Calculus |iked the I VN class and woul d t ake
another one if offered. Further, they were well satisfied
with I'VN classes, thought they lived up to their
expectations as well as to the expectations of their

parents, and that they did as well in the I'VN cl asses as

they did in their traditional F2F classes. Wile this was



50

not a study of Internet classes, studies on the use of the
Internet in education conducted by Goodwi n, Hanrick and
Stewart (1993) and by Val ance (1998) found this sanme to be
true of their students.

I n di scussing the use of online classes in general,
Harasi m (1990) summari zed the characteristics of online
courses as place and tine independence, many-to-many
communi cation, collaborative | earning, and dependence on
t ext - based comruni cations to pronote thoughtful and
reflective commentary. Kearsley, Lynch and Wzer (1995)
al so found a high degree of interactivity, opportunity to
see the work of others and to conpare their ideas with those
of their classmates, and anple time for students to refl ect
and conpose their responses in the online classroom

Even recent research that covers Internet-based
| anguage courses is |limted. Again, nost of the published
literature consists of reports on how teachers or schools
set up and operated their classes. Those reports that do
relate to research into the students, deal with the need to
devel op communities in online classes instead of the
| earners’ perceptions of what they go through in the class
(Bl'iss, 2000; Cherny, 1999; Coghlan and Stevens, 2000;

Kasper, 2000; Wber and Lieberman, 2000; Yurgens, 2000).
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According to M K. Barbour, (personal comunication
July 28, 1998), Internet-based distance education appears to
be becom ng much nore popular than the traditional audio
conferencing or text-based material. This echoes Price
(1996) who saw that the rapid growh in popularity of the
I nternet had nmade online teaching an alternative for
col | eges and universities and Shoenake (1996) who indicates
that online teaching has dramatically increased in every
di scipline allow ng students to even earn graduate degrees
al nost conpletely online. Research also sees distance
education in all its fornms as becom ng nore w dely accepted
i n higher education (Eastnond, 1998). Hodgson (1999), for
exanpl e, found that 58 percent of two-year and 62 percent of
four-year public colleges offered distance education
courses, with another 28 percent of two-year and 23 percent
of four-year public colleges planning to start offering
di stance education courses within three years.

Today, books on how to set up and operate a virtual
cl ass are com ng out every day. Wile many of these books
are witten by online teachers using their experience in
online classes as the basis for their witing (while
suppl enmenting this experience with research into what other

teachers and adm ni strators have said), other books nay be
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witten by a team of teachers from one school and is
specific for how cl asses are set-up and taught at that place
(e.g., Khan, 1997; Ko and Rossen, 2001; Palloff and Pratt,
1999; Ryan, Scott, Freeman, and Patel, 2000).

According to Berge and Collins (1995), conputer-
medi at ed conmuni cation (CMC), and specifically the online
cl assroom offers opportunities for nentoring/tutoring,
proj ect-based instruction (individual and group), retrieval
of information fromonline archives and dat abases, course
managenent, interactive chat, personal networking and
prof essional growth, peer review of witing, practice and
experience using nodern technology. Al of these are being
used today.

According to M K. Barbour (personal conmunication
July 28, 1998) and K. Severn (personal conmunication,
February 26, 1998), studying online has several advantages.
In classes these two graduate students have taken, they
found that the online class permtted themto learn at their
own pace, at their own tine, and in the physical |ocation
where they wanted to study. C ass preparation and | earning
happened on their own schedul es and they were able to take

breaks, including fixing neals, in the mddle of the class.
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There are al so di sadvantages to online courses, as both
Bar bour and Severn recognized. First, while there are sone
courses that purport to deal with oral-aural skills, it is
difficult to pronote speaking and |listening skills since it
requires the use of special software and additional hardware
such as m crophones and speakers that many students do not
yet have. It is also easy to procrastinate about
assignnments. Further, many students are not nentally
prepared for distance |learning (M K. Barbour, persona
communi cation, July 28, 1998; K. Severn, persona
comuni cation, February 26, 1998). This view was further
supported by comunication with online instructors such as
Begum I brahim Ruth Vilm, and David Wnet. It takes
adjustnents in habits and attitude, |eading many who begin a
class to fail to conplete it. However, once this adjustnent
t akes pl ace, distance learning can, in the words of Severn,

“be a fuller experience.”

Research on Virtual Conmmunity Devel opnent
Rhei ngol d (1993b) defines virtual communities as
“cul tural aggregations that enmerge when enough people bunp
into each other often enough in cyberspace” (p. 1). In

expanding on this definition, he describes it as
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A group of people who may or may not neet one

anot her face-to-face, and who exchange words and

i deas through the nediation of conmputer bulletin

boards and networks. |In cyberspace, we chat and

argue, engage in intellectual discourse, perform

acts of commerce, exchange know edge, share

enoti onal support, nake plans, brainstorm gossip,

feud, fall in love, find friends and | ose them

pl ay ganes and netaganes, flirt, create a little

high art and a ot of idle talk. W do everything

peopl e do when peopl e get together, but we do it

wi th words on conputer screens, |eaving our bodies

behi nd (Rhei ngol d, 1993a, p. 58).

According to Palloff and Pratt (1999), “This reasoning
seens to indicate that there are, in fact, such things as
virtual comunity” (p. 21). Blanchard (2000), Frank and
Davi e (2001), Haythornthwaite, Kazmer, Robins, and Shoenaker
(2000) and Miller (1999) also hold this view

According to Blanchard (2000), there is significant
debate as to the existence of virtual communities. This is
echoed by researchers such as Cherny (1999), Harasim (1993),
Q Jones (1997) and McLaughlin, Osborne and Smth (1995) who
ask if comunities as we think of themin a traditional
sense really can exist. The major problemw th answering
this question is one of defining community (See also,
Mil | er, 1999). Mbst people feel they can identify whether

or not a particular group of people is a community, but

nobody has yet devel oped an adequate definition.
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Bl anchard (2000) indicates that the major obstacle to
defining community is determning the need for a common
physi cal |ocation. She states, however, that “traditional
communities do not necessarily have to share a physi cal
| ocation” (p. 3). Exanples of non-physically | ocated
communities are the academi ¢ community and social and
service clubs such as the Lions Club, and the Rotary cl ub
wher e peopl e share an interest, but not necessarily a common
| ocation. Blanchard then goes on to state that “Definitions
of a community require a unifying characteristic for the
comunity nenbers. However, it does not have to be a
| ocation. It may be an interest or sonme sort of cultural
identity” (p. 3).

The nost inportant elenment in the definition of a
community may be what Mann (1978) and McMIlian and Chavis
(1986) call the nenbers’ sense of community. This sense of
community is the feelings nenbers have of belonging to a
community and is what nmakes a community different from just
a group.

Bl anchard (2000) sees the community as consisting of
t hree conponents: a) sone characteristic the nenbers have in
comon (i.e., location or interest), b) a set of processes

that help the community function, and c) a sense of
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community). She then indicates that the only necessary
requirenent to apply this definition to virtual comunities
is toclarify that the common characteristic is an interest
in a particular topic. That does not nean, however, that
all groups that share a comon interest are comunities. |If
a group has not devel oped a sense of community, it is a
group, not a comunity.

Mil | er (1999) also finds three criteria for a Conmunity
to exist: a) frequent comruni cati on anong nenbers, b)
commonly shared norns, values and collective practices, and
c) defined boundaries between nenbers and non-nenbers.
Simlarly, Cherny (1999), in |ooking at research on
conmuni ties, found common characteristics in the various
definitions. Anong these characteristics are a) an area of
interest or location, b) the need for social interaction,
and c) common ties anong the nenbers.

Li ke the others, Frank and Davie (2001) al so see a
sense of community as inportant in community building. They
are nore specific, however, in stating that it plays an
inportant role in helping students to express their views.

Accordi ng to Haythornt hwai te, Kazner, Robins, and
Shoemaker (2000) research reveals that building |earning

communities has a nunber of positive outcones for
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individuals. First, there is a greater chance of

col | aborative | earning when there are strong interpersonal
ti es anong group nenbers. Second, these ties al so increase
the flow of information anong all nenbers. Third, by

devel oping a sense of trust, it fosters support in times of
need. Fourth, individuals experience a sense of well-being.

Al t hough studies indicate it is possible to create and
mai ntain online communities (See, for exanple, Baym 1995,
1997; McLaughlin, Osborne and Smth, 1995; Reid, 1995;

Rhei ngol d, 1993; Smth, MLaughlin and Gsborne, 1996), this
does not mean that all online groups that call thensel ves
comunities are, in reality, communities. Quite often they
are just groups of people. According both to Blanchard
(2000) and to Haythornthwaite, Kazner, Robins and Shoenaker
(2000), it is inmportant to ask if nmenbers feel a sense of
comunity.

According to Kollock and Smith (1999), while critics of
virtual communities often claimthat online communities are
nore isolated than real-life groups, “their conparison seens
to be an ideal of comunity rather that f2f communities as
they are actually lived” (p. 16). Further, “one can find
online groups that neet any reasonable definition of

comunity” (p. 23). This viewis also held by Wellman and
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GQulia (1999) who state that “npbst conmunity ties in the

contenporary western world are specialized and do not form
densely knit clusters of relationships. Mdst nenbers of a
person’s community network do not really know each other”
(p. 171).

As in the use of the Internet in teaching ESL/EFL (as
ment i oned above), nuch of the research on virtual comrunity
building is also specific to certain Internet media. Mich
of the literature discusses community within the confines of
conputer conferencing (also known as bulletin boards and
newsgroups) (e.g., Baym 1992, 1995, 1997; Bl anchard, 2000;
Donat h, 1999). Qher researchers | ook at community as it
devel ops within a MOO environment (e.g., Bechar-Ilsraeli,
1995; Cherny, 1999; Curtis, 1992, 1997; Frank and Davi e,
2001; Reid, 1991, 1995). Finally, a few |l ook at comunity
as it is developed within a web-based class (e.qg., Bliss,
2000; Carlson and Repnman, 2000a, 2000b; Conrad, 1999;

LaMoni ca, 2001)

In deciding if an online group can be classified as a
community (or if it is nerely an online group), Blanchard
(2000), Frank and Davie (2001), and Miller (1999) identify

four conponents that nost communities have in common.
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a) Menbers share sonme common characteristic such as
| ocation or interest)

b) There is interaction anong the nenbers of the
comunity.

c) There are defined boundaries between inside and
outside, which |leads to the devel opnment of a
comon identity

d) Menbers share an identification with and
attachnment to this community (i.e., a sense of
comunity).

This study | ooks at the WII class fromthe point of

vi ew of these four characteristics.

Research on Online Distance Learners

Most research tends to agree that the online (Internet-
based) distant |earner appears to be older, nore nature and
share many characteristics in common. They tend to be self-
directed (Biner and Dean, 1997; Buchanan, 1999; Cahoon,
1998; Carl son and Repnman, 2000; Eastnond, 1998; Schifter,
1999; Schrum 1998), believe that life experience is
inmportant for their |earning (Cahoon, 1998; Eastnond, 1998;
Porter, 1997), need to apply what they |earn (Cahoon, 1998;
East nond, 1998; Schifter, 1999; Schrum 1998), able to

manage change (Rogers, 2000), and are struggling to bal ance
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their studies with their famly and work rel ati onshi ps
(Cahoon, 1998; Schifter, 1999; Porter, 1997).

According to LaMonica (2001), however, there is a |l ack
of research on what students are really |like in web-based
courses. O the research that exists, Conrad (1999), sees
self-direction as a learned trait that may not be present in
all students participating in web-based courses. Wile
Carl son and Repman (2000) found that successful distance
| earni ng students are usually mature, highly notivated, and
self-directed, they also state that these characteristics
“may not describe our average student” (p. 12).

Al t hough begi nni ng and advanced ESL/EFL students often
try to take online courses, Li and Hart (1996) i ndicates
that “intermedi ate-level |earners seemto be the audi ence
who can profit nost imediately from Wb-based courseware”
(p. 5). At the sane tine, those students who appear to be
nost successful in the WIl conmunity are precisely the
advanced students. This nmay be due to the manner in which
the students are expected to participate (using what Nyrop
(personal communi cation) calls chaos navigation. A conplete
description of this type of navigation can be found in
Chapter 4: Controlled Chaos. Wen it conmes to student

success in finishing a course, researchers are just as
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united in their findings. Eastnond (1998), for exanple,

found that many of the characteristics about student success
in traditional distance education prograns are al so
applicable to Internet-based courses. Anbng the nost
i nportant such characteristics are social and acadenic
i ntegration, student control of and responsibility for their
| earning, intrinsic notivation, and positive eval uations.
According to Priest (2000) successful online |earners
have two things in common: they are conmmtted to their
studies, and they have a willingness to |learn. Further, she
found that they share particular |earner characteristics
such as the ability to take command of and responsibility
for their own learning, and the ability to tailor their
| earning for thensel ves instead of accepting sonething
ready-made. Further, they have a greater zest for |earning
and make better use of their tine.
Meanwhi | e, Schrum (1998) found from personal experience
and interviews that the followi ng characteristics are
associ ated with success in online courses: Students had a
strong reason for taking the course, noved through the
| essons fairly rapidly, had support fromtheir famly, and
began wwth a certain level of technical know edge and

experience. This agrees also with the findings of Biner and
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Dean (1997) and Schifter (1999). The one point where Biner

and Dean (1997) disagrees is in the relationship with age,
gender or socio-econom c status. \Wile other authors

indicate that there is a relationship, they found none.

Research on Virtual Methodol ogy

In carrying out ny study | used what B. Mason (1996)
calls a virtual ethnography (See al so, H ne 1998, 2000a,
2000b; B. Mason 1999), which is “sinply an ethnography that
treats cyberspace as the ethnographic reality” (B. Mson,
1996, p 4). Wiat differentiates a virtual ethnography from
a regul ar ethnography, then, is that it occurs conpletely
online. The researcher becones a part of the virtual
community he/she is studying, but does not physically neet
t he other nenbers of the community except by accident.

According to Hine (1998, 2000a), the essential features
of ethnography are difficult to define. Mdst people would
agree that the two principal characteristics of ethnography
are the continuous presence of the researcher in the field
setting and the researcher’s engagenent with the everyday
life of the inhabitants. 1In a virtual ethnography, this
means the active and continuous participation of the

researcher in the virtual space being studied. Hine
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(2000a), considers the Internet as a site for interaction
that is ethnographically avail abl e because of the assunption
that “what goes on within the Internet is social
interaction” (p. 50).

As di scussed below, there are conditions related to
conducting online interviews that face-to-face interviewers
sel dom encounter. The email discussion [ist “Virtual
Met hods” (see “Appendi x A Internet Resources” for URL)
deals with research using the Internet. |In a discussion on
this list, Waern and Sl ater di scussed sone of the probl ens
wi th synchronous online interviews (Sl ater, nessage on
online interviews posted to Virtual Methods discussion |ist,
27 Feb 2000; Waern, nessage on online interviews posted to
Virtual Methods discussion list, 27 Feb 2000). Anong the
poi nts they rai sed were:

1. The interface of nost chats and MOOs are not
interviewfriendly. First, the channel may not be
serious enough to be suitable for interviews.
Second, nost of these spaces need extra features
such as a private room where you do not get
di sturbed and the ability to log the interview

Third, the people being interviewed are usually
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involved in quite a range of other activities
while you are talking to them

2. It is difficult to gauge the dropouts from an
online interview study.

3. The synchronous nature of chats nakes it nore
difficult to find times that suit both the
interviewer and the informant, particularly when
the participants are fromdifferent continents.

Paccagnel | a (1997) points out another problemwth

virtual studies. The nenbership of any virtual conmunity

al ways consi sts of both people who actively participate and
those (often the great majority) who nerely read the
nmessages W thout actively participating in nost discussions.
Further, as B. Mason (1996, 1999) points out, much of the
comuni cation that takes place in an online comunity
actually occurs via private email. If a researcher nerely
observes what takes place in the public portions of the
community, he/she will mss nmuch of the give-and-take that
occurs.

According to B. Mason (1996, 1999), there are three

basic strategies for studying a text-based virtual
comunity.

1. Save all the nessages witten to it.
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Al t hough this m ght |ook like the ethnographer’s

par adi se (observing w thout being observed) the researcher
shoul d realize that many nenbers of a virtual community al so
communi cate via private email. By just reading the nessages
that are posted to the public space the researcher m sses
out on what goes on behind cl osed doors.

Paccagnel l a (1997) also finds problenms with nerely
copying and reading the text (emails and logs). Logs |ack
at | east two aspects of interaction. First they do not
record the nature of turn taking, which can occur over a few
seconds in chat or take several days in newsgroups and
mailing lists. It also fails to record the time it takes to
type a response, which helps to shape the collective nood of
the community. Second, they ignore the actual experiences
of individual participants at their own keyboards in their
own roons all around the gl obe.

2. Use an el ectronic survey.

Al t hough such surveys, if they are properly done, can
provi de snapshots of attitudes and thoughts within the
comunity, all surveys face one of two basic features of
asynchronous virtual conmunities--the split between those
who read only (lurkers) and those who are active nenbers

(Posters).
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Wil e H ne (2000a, 2000b) sees Wb based surveys as

useful for acquiring data on a predefined topic, she also
sees them as facing the sanme problens as regul ar nai
surveys--defining the sanple popul ati on and | ow response
rates. To conbat the | ow response rates, she recommends that
t he researcher contact potential informants via enmail and
ask themif they would prefer to answer by regular mail,
emai | or the web.

3. Use email interviews.

VWhile this may also seemlike an ideal solution (send
an email and wait for a reply), there is a danger of
i nformati on overl oad. When too many informants are
answering questions sent by email, it is sonetines difficult
to remenber who is answering which set of questions. This
can be handl ed by setting the email into the context of an
interview by making the subject of the email nention which
set of questions is being answered. To do this, the
researcher sends an email wth three or four questions, and
then waits for a response before posting the next set. 1In
this way, it is possible to set up a sem-structured
interview in advance while allowing for the necessary
changes required by the informant’s answers. Further, each

set of questions should include the subject: “Interview,
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part x” so that the relationship is defined within the
conmmuni cati ve act.

According to Mann and Stewart (2000), text-based nedia
“i's not an appropriate nethod for research which seeks to
observe the ‘real’” world” (p. 84). At the sane tine, they
poi nt out that recent research that focuses on virtua
communities is challenging this idea. Further, they point
out that nost virtual interviews are carried out using
email. They also found that “researchers who have carried
out non-standardi zed i ntervi ews using asynchronous CMC are
di vi ded about their success” (p. 76). On the other hand,
they note that Bennett (1998) used chat roons to carry out
in-depth interviews and preferred chat to either face-to-
face or emmil alternatives because it allowed for a bal ance
bet ween the researcher and the informant as well as for
negoti at ed meani ng.

A further elenent of the virtual ethnography is
directly related to the virtual space in which the research
t akes place. According to Thonmpson, Straubhaar and Bol yard
(1998), ethnographi es have al ways taken advantage of witten
materials froma culture. The use of witten material s,
however, has usually been only a part of the data exam ned.

In the case of virtual research, the researcher has nothing
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but text. The virtual ethnographer cannot observe people
except through their text. Even in the case of online
interviews, the data to be examned is text. Although this
enphasis on text can be limting in the anount of
information the researcher can observe, it also presents the
opportunity for the researcher to find nore information
since “all speech, behavior, comunity rules, and community
history is, in principle, likely to be available online for
the researcher's inspection” (Thonpson, Straubhaar and

Bol yard, 1998).

In carrying out online interviews, Bennett (nmessage on
“online interview ng” posted to virtual -nmet hods di scussi on
list, February 17, 2000) found success with one to one chat
usi ng progranms such as 1CQ She also found that the quality
of the data generated in this way depended on a sustai ned
rel ati onship of equals (not interviewer/informnt) between
bot h peopl e.

On the other hand, Waern (nmessage on “online
i nterview ng” posted to virtual -nmethods di scussion |ist,
February 27, 2000) sees several problenms with interview ng
in a chat room

1) The channel may not be "serious" enough to be

suitable for "serious" interviews.
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2) It is difficult to gauge the dropouts from an
i nterview study.
3) The interface of chats and MJDs is not "user-
friendly" for interview purposes.
4) The synchronous nature of chats nakes it nore
difficult to find times that suit both the
resear cher and the informant.
Sl ater (nmessage on “online interview ng” posted to
vi rtual - met hods di scussion list, February 27, 2000) sees
interviews as events enbedded in nmuch nore conpl ex
rel ati onships with people. He sees the interviewunfriendly
nature of chat being the result of the range of other
activities the informant is involved in while participating
inthe interview He finds it inportant for the researcher
to be able to flirt, banter, have fun with chat, be playful
use the lingo and conventions fluently, and slip in the
guestions as part of the ongoing events. This alnost always
means buil ding up a personal presence over tine.
Kendal | (nessage on “online interview ng” posted to
vi rtual - met hods di scussion |ist, February 27, 2000) agrees
with Slater that it is inportant to be in the conmunity for
a long time, and to know when to ask questions. She sees

t he success of online interview ng as dependent on the
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researcher’s relationships with people there and the

research topic.

Concl usi on

As we have seen, the amount of research related to
using the Internet in the ESL/EFL cl assroom has grown
considerably in the past two to three years. Wat has not
changed, however, is the paucity of research dealing with
the use of the Internet to actually offer the ESL/EFL cl ass.
The Internet is still seen as an adjunct to the classroom
and is used as such. It is used nmuch nore than previously,
and sone researchers are also | ooking at virtual |anguage
cl asses but, as Coghl an (personal conmuni cation) expl ai ned
to me when | described ny study to him nost teachers still
see dual node (online and face-to-face) as the ideal way to
of fer ESL/EFL cl asses.

We have al so seen that Internet-rel ated | anguage-
| earning activities can be beneficial to ESL/EFL students.
Through the Internet, students wite to communicate with a
vari ety of people for authentic purposes. Therefore,
students are notivated to wite for a broad audi ence, which
ext ends beyond the classroom and not just conpose

assignnments for the teacher.
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In the area of constructing virtual comunities, we
have seen that the literature accepts the reality of virtua
communities. But we have al so seen that not everything that
calls itself a community is one. | will go into this nore
in depth in “Chapter 4: Controlled Chaos” where | analyze
the community characteristics of WIl using the definitions
and characteristics found in the literature.

We have al so | ooked at the characteristics of
successful online learners as found in the literature. They
are generally nore mature and notivated, as well as having a
strong reason for taking the course. |In the case of WI,
anot her characteristic is that the students have a certain
| evel of technical experience and technol ogy/software that
is close to high-end.

Finally, we saw that the field of virtual ethnography
is beginning to gain nore published research. As a field of
study, research about the Internet, using the Internet
appears to be finally comng of age. Mre researchers are
carrying out research in virtual comunities and using
et hnographi ¢ techni ques such as partici pant observation and
interviewing. This is further devel oped in “Chapter 3:

Met hodol ogy” where | di scuss ny net hodol ogi cal



consi derations and explain why | selected a virtual

et hnography as ny neans of generating data.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The principal aimof this study was to understand and
descri be an online ESL/EFL | earning conmunity. This fits in
with one of the characteristics of qualitative research
whi ch, as J. Mason (1996) states, is “concerned with how the
social world is interpreted, understood, experienced or
produced” (p. 4). |In particular, | carried out a case study
whi ch, as Stake (1995) says, was “expected to catch the
conplexity” (p. xi) of a group of ESL/EFL students who were
participating in the online class known as Witing through
the Internet (WIl)--a class offered under the auspices of
t he Vandar Online English School (VCES).

The term “case study” is rather inprecise and can be
used to describe al nost any form of research using a non-
cross-sectional organization (J. Mason, 1996). The purpose
for this nmethodology is to retain the holistic and
meani ngf ul characteristics of real-life events and to
understand the specific case under study, as well as to
describe in depth how things were at a particular tine and
pl ace, instead of trying to explain why things are the way
they are (Stake, 1995). Stake gives the tine period
involved in a case study as being an hour, a day, a week, a

nmonth, a year, or several years, depending on the case under
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study. Since what | found in WI was not a class in the
usual |y accepted sense of the word--a group of students with
a teacher who neet for a specific length of tinme, with a
definite beginning and a definite end--1 used an arbitrary
five-nmonth period, which corresponds approximately to a
standard senester in nost schools. | started ny interviews
on January 1, and ended themon June 1. |In the next chapter
| (Chapter 4: Controlled Chaos) will discuss the WII cl ass
in depth, paying particular attention to how it has

devel oped into a | anguage | earning conmunity instead of
being a normal VOES class. This devel opnent will be

di scussed nore in depth in the section on Context and tinme
frane.

In Lincoln and Guba’'s (1985) naturalistic paradi gm
gualitative researchers carry out their research where the
phenonmenon naturally occurs, because a phenonenon’s reality
cannot be understood separate fromthe context in which it
occurs. | decided to use the naturalistic paradigmfor this
study because, any community, virtual or otherwise, is a
cont ext dependent phenonenon with a history, set of
traditions, and processes of interaction that nust be

studied as they naturally occur.
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In carrying out ny case study | used what B. Mason

(1996) calls a virtual ethnography (See al so, Hi ne 1998,
2000a, 2000b; B. Mason 1999), which is “sinply an

et hnography that treats cyberspace as the ethnographic
reality” (B. Mason, 1996, p 4). Wat differentiates a
virtual ethnography froma regul ar et hnography, then, is
that it occurs conpletely online. The researcher becones a
part of the virtual community he/she is studying, but does
not physically nmeet the other nenbers of the comrunity
except by accident. According to H ne (2000a), the Internet
can be considered a site for interaction that is

et hnographi cal ly avail abl e because of the assunption that
“what goes on within the Internet is social interaction” (p.
50) .

As di scussed below, there are conditions related to
conducting online interviews that face-to-face interviewers
sel dom encounter. The enmil discussion list “Virtual
Met hods” <http://ww. jiscmil.ac.uk/lists/virtual-
nmet hods. ht M > deals with research using the Internet. 1In a
di scussion on this list, D. Slater and Y. Waern di scussed
sonme of the problens with synchronous online interviews
(Sl ater, message on Virtual Interviews posted to the Virtual

Met hods di scussion list, 27 Feb 2000; Waern, nessage on
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Virtual Interviews posted to the Virtual Methods discussion
list, 27 Feb 2000). Anong the points they raised were:

1. The interface of nost chats and MOOs are not
interviewfriendly. First, the channel may not be serious
enough to be suitable for interviews. Second, nobst of these
spaces need extra features such as a private room where you
do not get disturbed and the ability to log the interview
Third, the people being interviewed are usually involved in
gquite a range of other activities while you are talking to
t hem

2. It is difficult to gauge the dropouts froman online
i nterview study.

3. The synchronous nature of chats nmakes it nore
difficult to find tinmes that suit both the interviewer and
the informant, particularly when the participants are from
di fferent continents.

Paccagnel |l a (1997) points out another problemwth
virtual studies. The nenbership of any virtual conmunity
al ways consi sts of both people who actively participate and
those (often the great majority) who nerely read the
nmessages W thout actively participating in nost discussions.
Further, as B. Mason (1996, 1999) points out, much of the

comuni cation that takes place in an online comunity
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actually occurs via private email. If a researcher nerely
observes what takes place in the public portions of the
community, he/she will mss nmuch of the give-and-take that
occurs.

According to Mann and Stewart (2000), text-based nedia
“i's not an appropriate nethod for research which seeks to
observe the ‘real’” world” (p. 84). At the sane tine, they
poi nt out that recent research that focuses on virtua
communities is challenging this idea. Further, they point
out that nmost virtual interviews are carried out using
email. They also found that “researchers who have carried
out non-standardi zed i ntervi ews using asynchronous CMC are
di vi ded about their success” (p. 76). On the other hand,
they note that Bennett (1998) used chat roons to carry out
in-depth interviews and preferred chat to either face-to-
face or emanil alternatives because it allowed for a bal ance
bet ween the researcher and the informant as well as for
negoti at ed nmeani ng.

B. Mason (1996, 1999) gives two strategies to help
overcone these probl ens.

1. The electronic survey. Wile electronic surveys can

provide information on the attitudes and thoughts of the

menbers of the community, B. Mason (1996, 1999) al so points
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out that they are prone to one of the features nentioned
above, the split between active participants and “| urkers”
(those who do not actively participate).

2. Use of the email interview B. Mason (1996, 1999)

al so points out that email interviews have the danger of

| eading to information overload due to the nunber of enai
messages being received. He recormmends that, if a researcher
uses this approach, he/she should, after receiving an
informant’s consent to be interviewed, send an enmail nessage
with three or four short questions and wait for a response
before sending the next set. This procedure would allow the
interviewer to set up a sem-structured interview that can

t hen be mani pul ated according to the answers received to
each set of questions. Further, each set of questions
shoul d i nclude the subject: “Interview, part x” so that the
relationship is defined within the communi cative act.

A further elenent of the virtual ethnography is
directly related to the virtual space in which the research
t akes place. According to Thonmpson, Straubhaar and Bol yard
(1998), ethnographi es have al ways taken advantage of witten
materials froma culture. The use of witten material s,
however, has usually been only a part of the data exam ned.

In the case of virtual research, the researcher has nothing



79

but text. The virtual ethnographer cannot observe people
except through their text. Even in the case of online
interviews, the data to be examned is text. Although this
enphasis on text can be limting in the anount of
information the researcher can observe, it also presents the
opportunity for the researcher to find nore information
since “all speech, behavior, comunity rules, and community
history is, in principle, likely to be available online for
the researcher's inspection” (Thonpson, Straubhaar and

Bol yard, 1998).

Context and Ti ne Frane

This study took place in an online ESL/EFL cl ass
originally offered under the auspices of the Vandar Online
Engl i sh School (VOES). The interviews and data
col l ection/generation started on January 1, 2001 and ended
on June 1, 2001.

VOES is a | anguage school that uses volunteer teachers
to offer free ESL and EFL classes to students fromall parts
of the world. Teachers in VOES are encouraged to devel op
their own classes using their experience as |anguage
teachers. Wiile the teachers are supposed to have at | east

a Master of Arts in TESOL or equivalent, nost of them work
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for the experience in online education that it offers. At
the time of this study, nost VOES cl asses were asynchronous.
The class | studied (Witing through the Internet - WIl) is
one of the few that were offered synchronously.

Al though at the tinme this study began, the Wl cl ass
still received students fromthe VOES adm ni stration, it had
beconme basically autononous, accepting any student who
appeared in one of the class sessions and then sent an emi
subscribing to the e-cl ass.

Al t hough a conpl ete description of the WII cl ass can be
found in the next chapter, a brief description of the class
is given here. VCES classes currently last 6 weeks. At the
start of this study, nost classes |lasted for 3 or 4 nonths
with the option for students to continue in the class for
nore than one term Wl students, on the other hand, sign
up for the class and automatically continue until such tine
as they notify the teachers that they wish to | eave. For
this reason, there are students who have been in the class
fromits beginning (and had been nenbers of previous
versions of the course). Another difference between W and
ot her VOES courses is the lack of a specific set of |essons.
| nst ead, each participant is expected to take part in three

basi ¢ assignnments: join and post to the e-class, participate
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in the weekly chat sessions, and create a personal web page.
G ven the nature of the class, it is understood (and all owed
for in the instructions found on the course web site) that
not all students wll carry out all three assignnments. In
particular, the chat sessions will be difficult for many of
the students, either due to equi pnment and connection
probl ens or due to tinme zone problens. Therefore, while it
is hoped for that students will participate in all three
assignments, they are expected to participate in at |east
one of them A conplete description of the assignnents can
be found in the next chapter.

The cl ass has approximately fifty nmenbers of whom four
are teachers and the rest are students, or, as the
coordi nating teacher prefers to call them tutors and
friends. The teachers are all native speakers of English
and professional ESL/EFL teachers who volunteer their tinme
and energy to the class.

Al t hough the students are of all ages, nost of themare
adul ts between the ages of 20 and 60 with at | east an
under graduate degree or currently studying for such a
degree. There are both nale and fenal e students. The
students conme from various occupations. There are | awers,

engi neers, college and hi gh school students, business
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peopl e, publishers, factory workers, teachers, accountants,
and enpl oyees of their governnment. Students in this class
conme from Europe, Asia, South America, North Anmerica, and
Cceania. But all of them have sone things in common. Their
command of witten English is, in general, advanced. Wile
they often have problenms with pronunciation, those who
participate in the voice chat sessions generally have a good
command of aural English (listening skills). Also, they
have an interest in inproving their English and at | east

sone know edge of conputers and the Internet.

Data Col | ection/ Generati on

This study describes a virtual |anguage |earning
comunity fromthe point of view of 5 ESL/EFL students
during six nonths of their participation as part of this
community. One of the informants consistently participates
in the synchronous portion of the class; one never
participates in this portion of the class; and three
participate on an irregular basis. Wile ny main data
generation arose fromonline interviews with these five
students, | also obtained data through publicly avail able
data concerning the community, archived assignnents that

t hese students had posted to the e-class or the class web
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page, publicly available (archived) chat |ogs posted to the
cl ass web page and, of course, ny own observations as a
participant in the community.
There is a general consensus that interviews are one of
the best ways to generate qualitative data (Burgess, 1984;
Hol stein & Gubrium 1995; Marshall & Rossman, 1995; J.
Mason, 1996; Meriam 1988; Somrer, & Sommer, 1991; Spradl ey,
1979; Stake, 1995; Tellis, 1997a, 1997b; Yin, 1993; Yin,
1994). In fact, as J. Mason (1996) points out, nmany
gqualitative researchers use interviewing as their main
nmet hod of generating data. The interviews are generally
characterized by a relatively informal style, a thematic,
t opi c-centered, biographical or narrative approach, and the
assunption that data are generated via the interaction
between the interviewer and the interviewee. They may
i nvol ve one-to-one interaction or |arger groups (pp. 38-39).
I nterviews take one of three basic fornms: open-ended,
focused, or structured and can involve either one-to-one
interaction or a larger group (Tellis, 1997a). The open-
ended i nterview consists of questions that ask about
opi nions. The focused interview consist of questions
designed to generate data about a specific event, and are

usual |y based on information received from ot her sources.
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Finally, the structured interview consists of questions with
a choice of answers and is particularly useful in studies
where a formal survey is required.

Li ncoln and Guba (1985) identify tw types of
interviews: structured and unstructured. 1In the structured
interview, the questions are in the hands of the interviewer
and the respondent provides the answers. A structured
approach is the node of choice when the interviewer knows
what he/she needs to learn. |In the unstructured interview,
both the questions and the answers are in the hands of the
informant. An unstructured approach is the node of choice
where the interviewer does not know what he/she needs to
learn. In other words, the structured interviewis used
when the interviewer has sufficient background know edge,
ei ther through previous research or through previous contact
with the culture under study, while the unstructured
interview is used when the interviewer has little or no
background know edge.

Sei dman (1998) recomrends in-depth interviewi ng. The
goal of this type of interviewis to have the partici pant
reconstruct his/her experience with the topic through a
series of open-ended questions that enable the interviewer

to build upon and explore the answers to each question. The
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nodel Sei dman reconmends is straightforward. The
interviewer has a series of three interviews with each
participant. Each interview lasts 90 mnutes and is
schedul ed 3 days to a week after the previous one, thereby
allowing time for the participant to consider the questions
and responses in the preceding interview. Each of the three
interviews has a different purpose. The first establishes a
context for the participant’s experiences; the second all ows
participants to reconstruct the details of the experience,
and the third encourages the participant to reflect on the
meani ng of hi s/ her experience.

In this study, | used a nodified version of in-depth
interviewing to take into account the specific requirenents
of virtual research. |In general, each synchronous interview
| asted between 60 and 90 mi nutes and was focused on one
general area of interest. These general areas were rel ated
to 1) background of the informant, including how he/she
becane a nenber of the community, 2) The informant’s view of
the class and his/her participation init, and 3) the
informant’s view of whether or not the class is a comunity.

In the asynchronous interview and the foll ow up

guestions | asked by email (generally clarification
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guestions), each nessage built on the informant’s response
to the preceding enuil
| used the foll ow ng neans of data generation.

1. Participation in the WIl online | anguage | earning
comunity.

My participation in the class consisted mainly of
participating in the regular Sunday chat sessions, but also
i nvol ved posting to the e-class and synchronous neeti ngs
wi th individual students outside of class. These extra-
class tinme nmeetings occurred when students asked for ny help
in one of their assignnents or in proofreading/editing
English witing that they had to turn in either in their
wor k environnents or their regular face-to-face classes.

2. Online conversations/interviews with nenbers of
the comunity.

Voi ce chat--Wien | first joined the comunity it used a
voi ce chat roomthat was provided by Hear Me.
Unfortunately, HearMe was di scontinued about the tine
started ny interviews, so |l was only able to hold one
interview using this client. Wile there were attenpts
to find another client that would work as well, by the
time we found one, nost of the interviews had al ready

concl uded.
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Text - based chat: At the request of ny informants, nost
of the interviews were held using I CQ The advant ages
of 1CQ were threefold. 1) Everybody was al ready
famliar wwth it since they use it in their class. 2)
| CQ autonmatically saves all chat sessions, so both the
informant and | had copies of the interviews. 3) ICQ
time stanps each entry so there is a record of how | ong
it took for a response.
E-mail based interviews -- Foll ow up questions after
the third interview were submtted by e-mail, thereby
allowing the participant nore tine to consider their
answers. In one case, the entire interview was by
emai | .
3. Publicly avail abl e docunents that the informants
had submtted to the e-class and/or placed on

their class web pages.

These docunents were either sent through email to the

e-class or were announced to the e-class by the coordinating

t eacher. In this second case, the coordi nator al so

requested that menbers of the class read and respond to the

posting. These postings were al so placed on the web page.

4. Publicly avail able chat-logs of the regular
comunity chat sessions.
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Al'l weekly chat sessions were | ogged and pl aced on the
cl ass web page together with a short analysis of what had
gone on during that session. Once posted, the coordinating
teacher would send a nessage to the e-class inviting the
menbers of the community to read them and nake conments on

what was di scussed in the session.

Dat a Anal ysi s

Data coll ection and analysis go hand in hand to pronote
t he emergence of substantive theory grounded in enpirica
data. For this reason, the researcher starts analyzing very
early in the research process (Marshall and Rossman, 1995;
Merriam 1988; Rubin and Rubin, 1995; Swaffar, 1998; Stake,
1995; Warschauer, 1999).

According to Marshall & Rossman (1995), there are five
nodes in qualitative analytic procedures, each of which
i nvol ves analysis and interpretation of data. These nodes
consi st of organizing the data; generating categories,
themes and patterns; testing the energent hypotheses agai nst
the data; searching for alternative expl anations; and
witing the report. O these steps, the generation of
categories, thenes and patterns is one of nobst basic. In

this basic level of analysis, Merriam (1988) suggests using
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an “unordered neta-matrix” (p. 155). This is a large chart
organi zed by categories of interest to the researcher and
contains illustrations of what the category includes. From
this descriptive display, one can advance to higher |evels
of anal ysi s.

Marshal | & Rossnman see qualitative data analysis as “a
search for general statenents about relationships anong
categories of data” (p. 111). They al so see generating
categories of data to collect, or cells in a matrix, as an
i nportant focusing device for the study.

Further, Rubin and Rubin (1995) see coding as the
“process of grouping interviewees’ responses into categories
that bring together the simlar ideas, concepts, or thenes
you have di scovered” (p.238). This process proceeds in
stages. First, by setting up a few main coding categories
as suggested by the original reading of the interviews and
t he i ntended purposes of the study and then making a list of
new codes while re-reading the interviews. Further, the
researcher can code on anything he or she thinks may | ater
help in the data analysis. |In addition, coding involves
“the devel opnent of conceptual categories, typol ogies or
theories that interpret the data for the reader” (Merriam

1988, p. 133) by looking for recurring regularities in the
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data and aski ng which units of information go with each
ot her by conparing one unit of information with the next.
After each interview, | formatted the session |og for
ease of reading and to aid in recovery of data fromthe
session. After formatting the session, | began to anal yze
the log for the following elenments: 1) questions that needed
further exploration, 2) new questions that should be asked
related to the topic, and 3) thenes that could be seen as
arising fromthe data.

| used the follow ng categories in coding ny data.

1. Reasons the informant decided to study online

2. Reasons the informant joined this particular class

3. Manner in which the informant | earned about both
VOES and WII

4. Attitudes related to the e-class

5. Attitudes related to the synchronous chat sessions

6. Reasons for participation/non-participation in the

synchronous chat sessions

7. Attitudes related to the assignnents

8. Types of assignnents the informant preferred to
answer

9. Experiences the informant has had in the class

10. Elements of community that are present in the
cl ass
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11. Attitudes related to useful ness of online ESL/EFL
cour ses

12. Attitudes related to the use of the internet
13. Experience in taking online courses

14. Experience in using the internet

15. Problens the informant has in the class

16. Modifications necessary for online interviews

Trustwort hi ness

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness
suggests credibility in place of internal validity,
transferability in place of external validity, dependability
in place of reliability, and confirmability in place of
objectivity (pp 281-84 and 289-331). According to G esne
and Peshkin (1992), a researcher has established
trustworthi ness when the participants agree that what the
researcher has witten is true. | established
trustworthiness by triangul ation.

According to Tellis (1997a), triangulation is the nmeans
the researcher uses to confirmthe validity
(trustworthiness) of the nethodol ogy he/she is follow ng.
The termconmes fromthe multiplicity of methods of

generating data or, as J. Mason (1996) says, “triangul ation
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i nvol ves using nore than one nethod” (p. 42). Stake (1995)
al so indicates that the use of nultiple sources of data is
one neans of triangulation. Further, according to Feagin,
Orum and Sjoberg, (1991), Snow and Anderson asserted that
triangul ati on can occur with data, investigators, theories,
and even net hodol ogi es. According to Lincoln and Guba
(1985), triangul ation consists of validating each piece of
i nformati on agai nst at |east one other source, such as a
second interview and/or another nethod, such as an
observation as well as an interview

O the four types of triangulation identified by Denzin
(1984), Data source triangul ation, Investigator
triangul ation, Theory triangul ation, and Mt hodol ogi cal
triangul ation, | used Data source triangul ation, which
Denzin identifies as occurring when the researcher uses
different contexts to obtain data and expects it to be the
sanme in each context.

To triangulate ny data, | used three contexts: first,
partici pation-observation as a nenber of the class; second,
synchronous and asynchronous interviews; third, analysis of

publicly avail abl e docunents related to the class.
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Confidentiality and Anonymty

It is always inportant to protect the anonymty of any
human participants within a study of this type. To protect
the identity of the participants, | changed the nane,
nationality and pertinent personal information of each
person. To avoid unconscious identification of names with
specific nationalities, | used only English names. Further,
for purposes of confidentiality, | changed the nanme of the
school and the particular course |I was observing.

The next chapter describes the WIl community in detail,
payi ng particular attention to how it devel oped froma class
into a community and how it changed over the course of the
study. It also discusses how students interact in this
community both within regular class sessions and outside of

class tine.
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CHAPTER 4: CONTROLLED CHAGS

This chapter | ooks at each of the three nmain questions
posed at the begi nning of my study.
What happens in an online ESL/EFL cl ass?

How does an online ESL/EFL class becone a | anguage
| earni ng comuni ty?

VWhat differences exist between virtual and “real -
worl d” (face-to-face) interview ng?

As nentioned in above (Chapter 1. The Problem, this
study does not attenpt to answer the question about how nuch
English the students |earn, or how they |learn, but what they
do in the class and how they do it.

To answer these questions, | first describe in depth
what the Witing through the Internet (W) class | ooks
like. Then | describe the characteristics of a community
and show how WIl neets them Finally, | describe virtua
i ntervi ewi ng and net hodol ogy, enphasizing howit is

different fromthe sane study carried out face-to-face.

What Happens in an Online ESL/EFL O ass?
The School
The Vandar Online English School (VOES) is an
experinment in online | earning devel oped by Sanual G anten,

an ESL professor at a major American university. It uses
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vol unteer ESL/EFL specialists to offer free | anguage courses
to students fromaround the world who apply for the three or
four month sessions. At the tinme this study was conduct ed,
cl asses were offered at begi nning, internediate and advanced
levels in Gammar and Witing, Pronunciation, English for
Speci fic Purposes, and Conversation. Each instructor was
expected to develop his or her own cl asses using prior
teachi ng experience. All instructors were invited to neet
in a nonthly chat session to discuss common probl ens and
share experiences. Further, instructors giving simlar
courses were encouraged to neet and discuss their
experiences in the school. For this purpose, a special
school / cl assroom neeti ng pl ace was devel oped in a chat site
cal l ed The Pal ace. Wil e being encouraged to develop their
own courses, the classes are part of the VOES and, as such,
are responsible to the school coordinator.

To join the school, students apply for the class they
want, take a placenent test, and then wait for their name to
be sent to a teacher who has an appropriate section of the
desired class. 1In general, courses are expected to | ast
fromthree to four nonths and are offered i n asynchronous
nmode, synchronous node, or both. Mst courses are

asynchronous and are little nore than email discussion lists
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wi th an associ ated web page. There is a high drop out rate
anong students, about half losing interest in the school
even before being invited to participate in a class. In an

average term |ess than half of the 50-60 students assigned

to a class will generally answer the email invitation to
enroll. O those students who answer, between one and five
will usually conplete the entire term The schoo

coordinator has indicated that he feels a |l arge part of the
initial drop out rate is due to the fact that people wll
often take the placenment test just to see what it is
(Granten, Personal Comrunication). The drop out rate after
the cl ass has begun nay be due to several factors: 1) the
fact that the school is free, 2) the unexpected anount of
work required in the class, and 3) a loss of interest. As
one of ny informants Karla conmented, nany of the students
do not value what they do not pay for. Further, as the WI
coordi nati ng teacher conmented, it may al so be due to the
students just wanting soneone to check their work before

turning it into either their boss or their teacher.

The Course
Wl is an outgrom h of this experience. Like nost VOES

cl asses, it started out as an asynchronous class. Unlike
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nost cl asses, however, the coordinating teacher Stonners was
not content to just try to inprove an asynchronous cl ass.
When the coordi nator of VCES sent out a call for teachers to
try their hand at synchronous cl asses, he was anong the
first to respond. Three other teachers and one student, who
was asked to be student representative, also participated in
the chat classes. Eventually, three of the teachers had
conbi ned their know edge and students and started the cl ass
that eventually becane what today is called Witing through
the Internet (Wl). One of the key aspects of this class was
elimnating the termsystem Although the VOES coordi nator
may still assign students to the class using a 3 or 4-nonth
schedul e, in practice, once a student has joined the class
he/ she is encouraged to remain as long as there is interest.
Sonme students appear and then di sappear whil e others appear,
di sappear for a while, and then reappear. But there are

al so students who have been continually active in the class
for two or three years. Students are fromall parts of the
world and all walks of life. While there are two or three
hi gh school students, and a handful of undergraduate coll ege
students, the ngjority of participants have conpl eted at

| east an undergraduate degree, and many are either involved

in or have conpl eted graduate studies. There are governnment
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enpl oyees, factory workers, self-enployed workers, teachers,
bankers, and unenpl oyed nmenbers in the class.

As a class, Wl has three main neans of comuni cation
bet ween teachers and students as well as comuni cation and
interaction anmong the students thenselves. According to the
cl ass web page, these neans are called assignnents. The
assignnments are to join the e-class, join the chat sessions,
and start a web page.

The e-class is an email discussion list to which each
menber of the comunity is expected to subscribe. Nobody
who participates in the chat session is really considered a
menber of the class until he/she joins the e-class. Since
students are fromall parts of the world, no chat session
can have all nenbers of the class present. During any given
hour, sonme nenbers are available to participate, other
menbers are sound asl eep, and others are at their places of
enpl oynment. The e-class serves as a neans of connection
anong the various nmenbers of the class. It also serves as a
means of posting assignnments for the students to answer.
When an assignnent is posted to the list, students reply
either privately to one of the teachers or, it is hoped, to
the entire list. Not only are students (and teachers and

friends) encouraged to post their responses to this
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di scussion list, but they are al so encouraged to post other
topics. Sone students send jokes and other itens they have
found in magazi nes and newspapers while others wite about
thensel ves and their interests, but nost either just answer
t he assignnents or post nothing. Wen sonebody joins the e-
cl ass, he/she is supposed to post an introduction telling
about thensel ves and why they are interested in the cl ass.
The ot her class nenbers are supposed to wite to the |ist
wel com ng the new nmenber to the class. |In other words, the
e-class is neant to be the primary nmeans of communication
and interaction between and anong cl ass nenbers.

The chat sessions are held for two hours once a week.
Oiginally, there were three separate one-hour sessions--one
for each of the three teachers--but these were finally
reduced to the current two-hour session in which all three
of the teachers participate. The sessions are not always
held in the sane place, or even in one single place each
week. More often than not, there are two or even three
separate venues for each session. Anpbng the sites that chat
sessions are, or have been, held are a Honestead text-based
chat roomon the WIl web site, The Pal ace vi sual chat

client, the HearMe voice chat client, Tapped In (a nodified
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MXO environnent) and the Yahoo! |nstant Messenger
conferenci ng system (for voice).

The reason for holding the session in such a variety of
sites is to allow students who want to use a particul ar node
of comuni cation to do so, as well as to allow students who
cannot connect to one site the opportunity to connect, and
participate, at another site. The closest to a universally
accessi ble chat roomis the Honestead chat client, and there
are tinmes that even Honestead is inaccessible to at |east
one or two participants. O these sites, both The Pal ace
and the Hear Me voice chat client are no | onger supported
(and therefore no longer exist). Currently, the environnments
bei ng used by the class are the Tapped I n MOO Envi r onnent
and the Yahoo! I|nstant Messenger (for voice and web cam
conversations). This will be discussed in depth in the
sections titled Course devel opnent and Change in the
community over the period of the study, bel ow

Besi des the regularly schedul ed weekly chat sessions,
menbers of the class also tend to comuni cate with each
ot her using one of three Instant Messagi ng Systens. The
first, and nost common system used by comunity nenbers, is
| CQ Al npst every nenber of the community has access to | CQ

and is a registered user. At the sane tine, sone nenbers of
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the class prefer to use either MSN Messenger or Yahoo!
Messenger. These informal and inpronptu chat (or I'M
sessions tend to usually be of a short duration--nore of a
“Hel | 0. How are you?” type of comrunication, or a student
asking for specific help fromone of the teachers. At the
sane time, they are integral in devel oping the sense of
community that is so inmportant to this class. Wen one
menber of the class feels free to contact any other nenber
just to ask how they are doing, it tends to devel op a sense
of trust and to reinforce a sense of community.

The third assignment is to devel op a web page. This
can be either a self-devel oped web page or one devel oped and
mai nt ai ned by the coordinating teacher. Alnost all of the
web pages are of this second type. |In fact, even when a
cl ass nmenber has his/her own web page, they al so have one
devel oped and mai ntained by Stonners for the specific
pur poses of the class. As a nenber sends in an assignnment,
it is corrected for grammatical errors and placed on this
page. The student is then asked to | ook at the assignnment
as posted and conpare it with the original assignnent as
sent. Since many of these assignnents are posted to the e-

cl ass, any student can check and conpare the two versions.
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A nore conprehensive explanation of these three
assignnents is discussed in the section on the course

devel opnment bel ow.

W Assunptions

Wl is basically a class for high internedi ate and
advanced ESL/EFL | earners, although there are also | ow
i nternmedi ate students who participate in the e-class on an
irregular basis. In general, the students already have a
basis in English grammar (as taught in the schools of their
country). They are in the class to inprove their English
and, except in a very few cases, have little interest in
taking a formal online class. Based on this, and on their
experiences in previous classes for VOES, as well as in
di scussions with other VCES teachers concerni ng nutual
problenms with student retention, the WIl teachers have two
overt | anguage teaching assunptions. There is also an
assunption that, while not overtly nentioned, can be
inferred fromthe way the teachers and students interact in
the class as well as fromthe types of activities found on
the community web page. At no tinme has any teacher

di scussed the theoretical basis for any of these
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assunptions. There is another inferred assunption that is
not related to | anguage teachi ng.

The overt assunptions on which the class is based are
t he foll ow ng.

1) The class should be fun. To nmake a class fun, it

shoul d be conducted in a rel axed environnment in which
the students do not feel threatened. The |ack of

tests, the lack of detailed and set |esson plans, the

| ack of a set syllabus, and openness to the beliefs and
i deas of the students support this assunption. The way
class topics generally arise fromthe students al so
support/devel op the assunption. Lately, it can also be
seen in the activities such as virtual parties that
occur in the class.

2) Gammr skills should not be enphasized nor taught

in isolation. As nentioned earlier, the only granmmar

i nstruction consists of the revision of student witing
bef ore being placed on the student’s web page with the
intention that the student will | ook at his/her work
and conpare it wth the revised version. The only

ot her overt | anguage instruction comes when a student

requests feedback on sonet hing he/ she says, or when a
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student indicates he/she does not understand sonething
el se nentioned in the class.
3) Athird assunption can be inferred through the class

activities. This assunption is that |anguage use, at

| east at the level of the students in WIl, is best

devel oped when used for actual communication in a

natural situation and using real |anguage. Although

wor ds and phrases from ot her | anguages often pop up,
they are used in a way that indicates the international
flavor of the community. Also, the teachers (and often
students) will ask a student to tell them how to say
sonething in their own | anguage. The use of non-
Engl i sh vocabulary is seen especially in the voice chat
sessions, where it is possible to hear how a word in
Chi nese, for exanple, is pronounced.

Al though this third assunption is one that is only

inferred (that is, it is not stated overtly in any cl ass

docunent), The WIl coordinating teacher recently wote to

anot her nmenber of the community, an EFL teacher who was

going to be a co-presenter at a conference. Since he

t hought it would be of interest to the WII conmunity at

| arge, he also sent a copy to the community at large. In

this message, he expanded slightly on the idea that using a
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| anguage for actual conmunication is a necessary requirenment
for learning the | anguage.

“One of the fascinating things about the Internet
is this ability to get to know each other. | think
our natural curiosity about each other, our

natural desire for insights into foreign cultures,
and the inpetus for comuni cation that these give
us, are the great strengths for |anguage | earning
of synchronous nul tinedia online conmuni cation
(SMOC - | just coined an acronym )” (Stonners,

per sonal conmuni cati on, Novenber 1, 2001).

4) A fourth, non-|anguage rel ated, assunption is that

all participants in the WII class will have access to the

necessary technol ogy and the know edge to use it. As

Bi cknel | (1998) observes, W requires both high-end
conput er equi pnent and Internet connectivity. 1In the
absence of the first, the student can still participate, but
will mss out on nuch of the interaction that takes place in
the course. Recently, for exanple, there have been a few
students who could not participate in the voice chat session
due to a lack of the required technology. In the absence of
I nt ernet connectivity, the student cannot even participate.
One other thing that Bicknell does not nmention is that the
students nust have access to the specific chat clients and
roons used by the conmmunity. |If any of the sites being used

are bl ocked, the student cannot participate fully.
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Cl ass Menbers

Wl is billed as an experinent in building world
friendshi p through | anguage | earning. As such, it is a
| anguage | earning class in which the students inprove their
English through interaction with native speakers, as well as
with ot her non-native speakers who, in general, do not speak
t he sane native | anguages. Wen | first joined this class,
there were three teachers and approxi mately 40 students. By
the tinme | started ny study, the nunber of students had
grown to over 45, and by the end of the data generation, had
grown to 50. Today, there are four teachers, one student
tutor and 59 other nenbers fromall over the world. Many of
t hese students are teachers of ESL/EFL in their countries.
The one thing they all have in common is an intense interest
in online |earning.

Most students in the WII class are between 20 and 60
years old, are of both sexes, are from several different
countries and have already finished at | east an
under graduat e degree. They cone from Europe, Asia, South
America, North America, and Cceania. Students in the class
al so conme fromall occupations. They are | awers, engineers,
graduat e students, business people, publishers, factory

wor kers, high school students, teachers, accountants, and



107

enpl oyees of their governnent. Further, nost of the
students have a fairly good command of both witten and oral
English and are able to use the conputer, including the
Internet to communi cate both synchronically and
asynchronically with native speakers of English. Wile they
often have problens with pronunciation, both their witten
and their listening skills appear to be advanced as based
both on their participation in voice chat sessions and their
witten participation in text chat sessions.

The three regul ar teachers are practicing ESL/EFL
professionals, two in institutions of higher education and
the third as a private teacher of business English. They
are experienced in online education, one of thembeing a
teacher trainer for online teachers. Further all three of
them are native speakers of English. The fourth teacher is

t he researcher

The | nfornmants

Sally owns her own business and needs to conmunicate in
English with potential clients outside of her country.
Since she wants to learn to think in this | anguage, she
feels that she needs to have contact with native speakers.

As there are no native speakers in her conmunity, she
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decided to find a | anguage school on the Internet. Wile
surfing the net, she found VOES and decided to enroll. She
was accepted into WIl about a year prior to the begi nning of
this study. WI is her first experience in an online
course. At the sanme tine, she is also thinking of taking
anot her online | anguage course (Japanese) in the future,
especially if she can find one simlar to WIl. Her previous
experiences wth studying English were in school, in a

| anguage school in her community, and with a private
teacher/tutor. At one tinme she was a regular participant in
the e-class and attended several of the synchronous chat
nmeeti ngs. However, raising a child, operating a business,
and taking professional inprovenment classes at the
university currently leave her little tinme for connecting to
the Internet. Although she does not currently post to the
e-class or join the weekly chat session, she does contact

ot her nmenbers of the class on an irregular basis and asks
how t hey are doi ng.

Sally likes the fact that she is able to get advice
fromnative speakers in other countries as well as being
able to do research for her business and classes in her free
time. Further, she renenbers a tine when she had an

appointnment with the British consul and was unsure of what
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to say. She communicated with one of the teachers in WI
and asked for advice. The teacher hel ped her plan and
phrase what she wanted to tell the consul. There was
anot her tinme when she had to nake an oral report about her
busi ness and had to turn in a witten version of the report.
She was able to use the Internet to get advice and help in
editing and revising her report from another W teacher.
George is a high school student who found out about
VCES and WIl whil e readi ng a newspaper. He contacted VOCES
and enroll ed and was assigned to the WII course
approximately six nonths before this study began. Although
he wites excellent English, his reason for taking the
course is to inprove his English. H s previous experience
with learning English include his school, two | anguage
schools in his country, and classes offered in Canada and
the United Kingdom He has al so studi ed Russian online and
has taken a course offered by another online course
(englishlearner.con). Due to tinme zone differences, George
has never been a regular participant in the synchronous part
of the class. He has, however, been a regular contri butor
to the e-class and has participated in synchronous text-chat
sessions with each of the WII teachers and with at | east one

fell ow WIl student. He has also participated in voice chat
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sessions with one of the teachers and one of the other
students. Oten, when he is online and finds one of the
ot her class nmenbers online at the sanme tine, he contacts
themvia 1CQ He thinks chat is inportant in online classes
since a student can practice his English with native
speakers. Further, he says that while a student m ght not
be willing to tell a teacher he doesn’t understand
sonet hi ng, by using chat he denonstrates what he does or
does not know.

Karla works in a financial institution where she often
has to use English to communicate with clients. She is a
col | ege graduate who felt that her English was not good
enough for her job. Wile reading a magazi ne she cane
across an article about how to study online, including
mention of schools such as VOES. Since she could not afford
to take a class in the United States or other English
speaki ng country, she decided to study online. She contacted
VOES and registered for a class with the school’s
coordinator. She has al so participated in another online
English cl ass (PeakEnglish). Wen WI was organi zed, she
was one of the first students to sign up for it. She is a
constant participant in both the synchronous chat sessions

and the e-cl ass. Furt her, whenever one of the teachers is
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presenting in an online conference (or a conference with an
online portion), she joins themonline and tal ks about the
student point of view of online learning. Recently, while
she has continued to be active in the chat sessions, she has
becone | ess active in the e-class due to finding her “mnd
in blank.” She especially |likes the chat sessions since
participation in these sessions forces her to use English
and has hel ped her inprove her English ability quite
dramatically. She likes the voice chat portion because it
aids in inproving her pronunciation.

Frank is also one of the original nenbers of the WI
class. He is a recent college graduate who teaches EFL in
his country. He was | ooking for native speakers to practice
hi s English when he chanced upon VOES while surfing the
Internet. Like Karla, he first took the class with the
school coordinator and | ater joined WII when it was
organi zed. Wile he seldom participates in the e-class due
to time constraints, he tries to participate in the weekly
chat sessions whenever he is near a conputer at the
appropriate tine and can be considered a sem -regul ar nmenber
of the chat sessions. He likes the freedomthat the class

offers for studying, although he wi shes there were nore

| anguage-ori ented di scussions (gramrar and readi ng
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exercises, for exanple). He also |ikes the voice chat
sessions since they bring people closer together. He says
that it is nore exciting to know you are talking to a real
person instead of witing to a machine. H's previous
experience in English learning was in school. Wen asked if
he woul d take another online course, he nentioned, quite
frankly, “only if it is simlar to WII.”

Thomas, a conputer specialist who works in the tourism
i ndustry of his country, is another of the original students
in WI. Although he studied English in school, he felt his
Engli sh was not good enough and searched for a way to
practice with native speakers. Wile surfing the |Internet,
he found VCES and signed up for classes. Eventually he net
Barnes and was recommended for WII. \Wen the class was
organi zed, he was invited to join themand did so. He finds
the lack of pressure of this type of class one of its best
aspects. He feels that his witing has inproved
consi derably through the practice he has received in Wl and
is now a regular participant in the voice chat sessions. He
hopes to put voice chat to use in inproving his speaking

ability and |istening conprehension.
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My Participation in the Course

Al t hough ny study actually began in Decenber, | joined
the WIl class at the beginning of the previous Septenber.
The teachers openly discussed, in various chat sessions and
in the e-class, ny plans to eventually invite nmenbers of the
class to participate in ny study. This discussion was frank
and indicated that all three teachers were supporting ny
pl ans. The class nenbers present in these sessions were not
only open to participating in ny study, but also often asked
me when we could start. Sone of them asked ne if we could
start even prior to my obtaining permssion fromthe IRB. |
consistently explained that | could not gather any data
prior to receiving perm ssion. The coordinating teacher also
pl aced a description of nmy study, together with all the
communi cation related to it on nmy class web page. There was
no secret to ny carrying out research in the class, and it
was often nmentioned to new nmenbers and guests. In nore than
one case, | was also pointed out to other prospective
researchers as soneone they could get information from

When | first joined the class, | expected it to be like
ot her VOES cl asses--a class with a definite start and finish
date (generally 3 nonths). What | found instead was a

community of |anguage | earners and teachers who had been
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nmeeti ng constantly since 1998. This, of course, colored the
devel opnent of ny study in several ways, not the |east of

whi ch was leading me to do a description of this particular
class instead of a general study using students from several
cl asses at the same school. Further, it led me to observe
what actually happened in the class instead of sinply
interviewi ng the students. | will explain this nore in

depth in the section titled Change in the community over the

period of the study, bel ow.

Al though | joined the class for purposes not related to
the study (as a teacher for VCES, | was (and still am
interested in participating in this type of community), |
feel the fact that | did so joinit, as well as the fact
that | was conpl etely open about eventually doing research
i nvolving the class, helped to develop the trust that is so
necessary in conducting qualitative research in general and
interviews in particular. By the tine | started ny data
collection, I was considered a regular nmenber of the weekly
chat sessions. By the tine ny data collection was half
conpl eted, ny participation was consi stent enough for the
ot her teachers to invite ne to join themas a teacher.

After the end of ny data collection, |I have continued as a
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menber of the class, and will continue to participate as
|l ong as the WIl1 cl ass conti nues.

Li ncol n and Guba (1985) enphasize the inportance of the
researcher becom ng thoroughly acquainted with the site
bei ng studied. Such acquaintance is especially inportant in
virtual studies since the use of nedia such as chat roons
and MOOs usual |y have their own codes of conduct. Wat is
acceptable in one roomis often unacceptable in another and
what is unacceptable in one roommy be the normin another.
Further, a researcher’s presence in a physical (“real-
worl d”) community may often be noted without his/her active
participation in the site (other than presence). A
researcher can often show his/her interest in an event
t hrough body | anguage observable to any nenber of the
community. On the other hand, in the text only environment
of a virtual site, a person’s presence is only noted through
active participation. It is extrenely difficult for a
person who |lurks (does not actively participate) to devel op
the trust necessary for carrying out interview studies.

Qualitative researchers are unaninous in the need for
researchers to repay (give back to) the conmmunity for
allowi ng access to its nenbers for purposes of the study

(see, for exanmple, desne and Peshkin, 1992; Lincoln and
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Guba, 1985; Marshall and Rossman, 1995; J. Mason, 1996;

Merriam 1988; and Stake, 1995). | see the opportunity to
continue as a teacher in WII as both a chance to pay back
the access | had to the conmunity, and as a chance to
continue in a project that | find both stimulating and of
i nportance to the educational comunity. Being asked to join
the ranks of the teachers (being one of four instead of a
guest of three) was a great honor. | sawit, and still see
it, as indicative of the trust | had obtained, not only from
t he teachers, but also fromthe students, because | know I
woul d never have been asked if the students had shown any
reluctance to see ne as such. Unlike teachers in many ot her
(traditional) classes, the teachers in WIl are seen nore as
friends and equals one can go to for help rather than as
authority figures. The teachers do no eval uating, nor do
t hey exercise any “power” over the students. Being a
teacher in WIl sinply nmeans you are know edgeabl e about
Engl i sh and have shown a willingness to be available to help
others. Further, as previously nmentioned, by being a teacher
| amable to repay the community through ny tinme and
know edge.

O course, being invited to participate as a teacher

al so has its negative aspects for researchers. In many
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normal classes, a teacher is seen as an authority the
students have to obey. There exists a teacher-student

di chotonmy in which the teacher exercises power and authority
over the student, usually by being responsible for

eval uating the student’s progress. Therefore, by becom ng a
teacher, there is often the danger of |osing the conplete
trust of the students. However, as nentioned above, W is
not a class in the normal sense of the word. Although there
are nmenbers of the community who are called “teachers,” in
practice, the “students” are as nmuch teachers as are the
teachers. Many of the nmenbers of Wl are al so teachers who
use the community either as a nmeans of inproving their
English, or as a neans of conmunicating with native
speakers. It is, in fact, seen nore as a community of
equal s than as a class that consists of teachers and
students. As students gain experience, or discussion relate
to the students’ experiences, they becone the teachers and

t he teachers becone the students. Today (five nonths after
finishing the data collecting/ generating part of ny study),
t he nunber of native speakers and teachers who have joi ned
the class is alnpost equal to the nunber of active non-native
speaki ng students. WMre dangerous than the |oss of trust of

the community menbers is the danger of |oss of objectivity
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in ny study. Instead of saying “you nmenbers of WIIl,” |

often say, and feel, “we nenbers of WII.” But this had

al ready started occurring while I was still considered just
a “friend” of the coomunity. So |I saw, and see, no negative
affect arising frommy designation as teacher, a designation
that nerely made overt what many of the comrunity nenbers
had al ready indicated through their actions. | had becone a
teacher nerely by ny active and continuous participation and
willingness to help other nenbers of the community whenever

t hey asked.

Cour se Devel opnment

Witing Through the Internet is an excellent

occasion to develop our English in a socially

interactive group while al so | earning about new

technol ogi es for | anguage | earning (Frank).

During the tine | have been a nenber of the WI
community, it has used several progranms and environnents in
the class. Oten, these are used concurrently, thereby
al l om ng nmenbers who cannot participate in one environnment
to do so in another. This neans that at |east one of the
teachers (and, if possible, all of then) should be in all of

the environnments to permt continuity of the discussion.

VWil e sone of these environnents have ceased to function, or
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have been relegated to an area of secondary inportance, nost
of themare still used to sone extent. The following is a
description of each of the environnents used officially by
Wl with enphasis on how they are used in the comunity. It
is divided into four sections: chat Roons, instant

messagi ng, asynchronous commruni cation, and Wb pages.

Synchronous Comuni cati on (Chat Roons)

There are four chat roonms that are, or have been, used
consistently by WII. O these, two are text based, one is
voi ce- based, and one is a MXO environment. Each of these is
descri bed bel ow.

. Honest ead Text - based Chat Room

Description: Honestead, at one tine a free web

page hosting service (currently a pay service), allows
peopl e who construct web pages at their |ocation to
have chat roons by copying the necessary code to their
page. Unlike sites such as Yahoo! Chat and Excite
Chat, where anybody can enter any of the chat roons,
each Homestead roomis autononous and is accessible
only to people who know the URL of the page on which it
is located. W has nade use of this service since

swtching to this host from Geocities. As a text-based
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chat client, the Honestead chat room al | ows
participants in the session to type in their nessage
and send it to all others in the chat room It updates
automatically, so as soon as a person types a nessage
and presses the enter key all other participants can
read it. It permts |logging the session only through
copy and paste (a person copies what he/she wants to
save and pastes it into a word processing program.
Unfortunately, the Honmestead buffer is not |arge, so
soneone nust continuously copy all new text and paste
it into their word processor. By the end of this
study, although not used as nmuch as previously,
Honestead was still an option for nenbers of the
community. As a web-based chat client, no specific
software is required to reside on the user’s conputer.
Any graphi cal web browser, such as Netscape, |nternet
Expl orer, or Opera, will allow access to and
participation in this chat room

Use: When | first joined WIl, the Honmestead chat
roomwas the starting place for the weekly chat
sessions. Each week, the nenmbers of the
class/comunity would | og onto the Honmestead roomin

order to decide where the class would neet that day.
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Oten, the participants decided, for one reason or
another, to remain in this chat room At other tines,

t hey decided to nove into the Palace or into Hear Me.
Even when the community decided to neet in one of these
two pl aces, sonmeone always stayed in the Honestead site
to informothers where the class was neeting. It is
still a primary neans for new nenbers, or people who
are interested in joining, to | eave a nessage
indicating their interest.

. The Pal ace Vi sual Chat Room

Description: The Pal ace was a vi sual chat room

with a graphic that showed what the room | ooked |ike,
and each participant had an avatar (a small picture) to
i ndi cate what he/she | ooked |ike or felt at the nonent.
This avatar was often a picture of the actual
participant. Besides the standard avatars that the
programitsel f provided, each participant could create
as many avatars as he/she wi shed. Wen a participant in
the session typed in his/her comments and pressed the
send key, the text would appear both in a text w ndow
and in a bubble next to the person’s avatar. |In that
way, the participants could see who was tal king at any

particular time. It was possible to save a | og of the
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entire session by copying and pasting the dial ogue at
the end of the session. It was always a good idea to
copy and paste at various tinmes, however, since al

di al ogue was | ost as soon as the client disconnected or
cl osed for any reason (including the server goi ng down,
as often happened). Since VOES had a pal ace
(personalized chat roonm) within The Pal ace network,
W, as a VCES class, was able to make use of this
environment. This same was true of all VOES cl asses.
At about the tine that | actually began ny data
generation, this environnment was di sconti nued.

Use: The Pal ace was the room where cl asses seened
to be nore formal. The community would neet in this
site and di scuss whatever topic the students wanted to
develop that day. But it was also a site in which the
teachers could use English in order to teach sonething
el se, such as how to make an avatar or use the tools
found in the Palace environnment. Since the
di sappearance of the Pal ace, this aspect of the class
has basically been taken over by Tapped In.

. Hear M Voi ce Chat:

Description: HearMe was the third synchronous

environment in use at the tinme | joined the community.
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The free HearMe client allowed anybody with a web page

to copy the code onto their page and have an aut ononous
chat room To participate, a user would go to the

desi gnat ed web page, click on the HearMe button and,
once connected, participate in the chat session.

Comruni cati on was by voice, which neant for ful
participation the user needed both a m crophone and
speakers (or even better a m crophone-earphone
headset). At the sane tine, since voice was not always
avai lable to all participants (for exanple, | lost ny

m crophone just prior to one session), there was al so
text capability. This allowed students to type words
of which they were unsure, or for teachers to type in
the correct spelling of a new wrd. Wile the voice
portion of the session could not be | ogged (w thout
connecting a tape recorder to the conputer or having
specific software for recording voice, sonething nobody
in W had) the text portion could be copied and pasted
at the end of the session. As with The Pal ace,

however, all text was |l ost at the nonent the client was
turned off for any reason. Like The Pal ace, the Hear Me

chat client was discontinued at about the tine | began
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my data generation. It was replaced by Tel coPoi nt
Voi ce Chat.

Use: Hear M was an excell ent resource for
practicing pronunciation. Anybody who had a m crophone
and speakers could participate in whatever discussion
was taking place at the tine. Like The Pal ace, Hear e
was used for actually giving class. In this site the
accent was on pronunci ation. Like granmar instruction,
however, pronunci ati on was never an overt purpose of
any class. It occurred when a student asked the
correct way to pronounce a word. And it was not only
for practicing English pronunciation. Mny tinmes, the
students woul d denonstrate to the teachers how to
pronounce a word in their own |anguage. This client
was al so used to allow teachers and students to type an
unfam liar word and explain how it was used and/or
pronounced. Wen this client disappeared at the end of
the year 2000, there was an attenpt to replace it with
the Tel coPoint Voice Chat. This particular voice chat
client was never really able to replace HearMe. It was
difficult to connect to the server, and chat roons that

were “registered” in the service often never appeared.
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It took several nonths to find a suitable replacenent
in the Yahoo! Messenger (see bel ow).
. Tapped I n MOO Envi ronnent :

Description: Tapped Inis a nodified MXO

environment that is free to all educators. Like al
MOOs, Tapped In allows for the creation of objects that
remain fromsession to session and with which the
participants can interact. Wile VOES has no official
connection with Tapped In, and WII does not have a
specific office space there, several of the WI

partici pants have personal offices there. For the |ast
couple of nonths of ny study (and increasingly since
endi ng the study itself) WI has been neeting in this
environment. Besides allowng for interaction with

obj ects, the environment allows all registered
participants to have their own recorders. Everything
that is said in the sane roomw th the recorder is

| ogged and sent to the participant in an email as soon
as he/she has | ogged off. One side benefit of the use
of Tapped In is that participants in the WII sessions
can neet new people who just drop in to say hello.
Oten, these visitors remain and becone a part of the

weekly sessions, thereby allowi ng for students to
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interact with other native speakers (as well as other
non-native speakers) both informally and in a nore
formal cl ass-1ike environnment (as when one of the
menbers explains howto performan action in Tapped
In).

Use: Tapped In has becone the nornal neeting place
for WII. Like the Palace, it is used not only for
i nformal chat sessions and neeti ng new people, but also
for nore formal classes, such as howto create an
object in Tapped In, howto interact with an object, or
how to nodify a room The one thing all the lessons in
Tapped In have in common is that they use English as

t he | anguage of instruction.

Synchr onous Comruni cati on (I nstant Messagi ng)

The WII community makes use of three different I|nstant
Messagi ng services. These are used both to see if another
menber of the community is online at a specific tinme and to
have informal chat sessions. All three of them have certain
el emrents in comon: On the downside, 1) they nust be
downl oaded and installed in the conputer in order to work,

2) the only way to comruni cate with another person using

i nstant nmessaging is by knowi ng the person’s user identity,
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sonet hi ng many people do not willingly reveal, and 3) they
are not really secure. On the bright side, 1) they al

allow for automatic (or sem -automatic) |ogging of al
sessions, 2) they all allow for the users to have a |ist of
contacts with whomthey can comrunicate with a click of the
mouse button, 3) they allow a user to see if any of his/her
friends are online, and 4) they allow at |east partial voice
chatti ng.

WI'l uses three instant messaging prograns, |CQ NSN
Messenger Service, and Yahoo! Messenger in the sane ways.
First, they are a neans of informal chatting outside of the
regul ar chat sessions. In this way, students who are unabl e
to attend a weekly chat session can still interact with
ot her community nenbers. Second, they are used as a neans
of conmuni cating with other nmenbers who wish to find out
where the class is neeting that week. It is also a neans of
comuni cating with another nenber of the community when the
two people want to have a private conversation. |In the case
of Yahoo! Messenger, it is also the replacenent for Hear M,
allowing for voice chatting during the regular weekly chat
sessions. Since each of the services is simlar in use and
function, the follow ng descriptions will enphasize their

out standi ng di fferences.
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. | CQ

| CQ allows for automatic |ogging of all sessions.
To see what has been said to a specific contact at any
tinme, a user need only click on the contact’s nane,
select “History,” and read everything they have said to
each other since they began communicating. Further,
| CQ automatically stanps all nessages with both the
date and tine so that a user can see on what date and
at what nonent a contact nade a particul ar conment.
ICQis the principal nmeans of initial comunication
anong nmenbers of the WII class. Al nost all nenbers of
the community have an | CQ nunber and user identity.

. MBN Messenger Servi ce:

There are only two real benefits of MSN over the
other IMservices. First, it allows a user to see when
he/ she has received an email in their Hotrmail account.
Second, it indicates when the other person in a chat
session is actually typing. Wile it allows for voice
comuni cation, voice is only available on a one-to-one
session, not in a conference node. It allows for
| oggi ng of any session by going to the File nenu and
sel ecting save. Unlike 1CQ which automatically saves

chronologically all sessions with a specific user, MSN
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Messenger will overwite any previously saved sessions
wi th any user unless you give the file a unique nane.
Also unlike ICQ which can be disabled, or in which a
user can indicate that he/she is not available for
comuni cation (or even indicate that they are not
connected to the Internet) and unlike Yahoo! Messenger,
in which a user can automatically connect in an
“I'nvi si bl e node, the MSN Messenger user nust sel ect
“appear offline” every tine he/she |logs on. Further,
if the user exits this IM it will automatically
reconnect if the user connects to Hotmail or Qutl ook.
It is the IMservice that is |east used by WI.

. Yahoo! Messenger:

The main benefit of Yahoo! Messenger, and what is
making it an integral part of the WIl sessions, is its
recently acquired web cam service as well as its
ability to provide for voice conferences. Recently,
several nenbers of the community have purchased web
cans and have been using themto show each ot her what
they ook |ike while participating in the chat
sessions. Unfortunately, the use of web cans and voice
at the same tinme uses so nuch bandwi dth that it often

causes systens to crash.
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Its voice chat capabilities are simlar to HearMe
in quality, and, |like HearMe, the nunber of users who
can participate in a voice chat conference is
theoretically unlimted. Like MSN Messenger, selecting
Save fromthe File nmenu can save chat sessions.
However, every time a session is saved, the name nust
be changed fromimtxt to another nane or it wll
overwite whatever has previously been saved with that
name. It also allows for voice chatting in which a
user can open a conference, invite others to
partici pate, and thereby open a voice conference. Until
recently the menbers of the comunity thought that a
conference had to be cl osed before addi ng a new nenber
to the conference. Quite by accident, a nenber of one
conference found how to invite people to attend an

exi sting conference.

Asynchr onous Conmuni cati on

There are actually two type of asynchronous
comuni cation used by the WIl community. The first is an
emai | discussion list that was originally hosted by the e-
groups service and is currently hosted by Yahoo! G oups.

Li ke nost discussion lists, all nmenbers are all owed to send
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an email to the list. Al nessages sent to the list are
automatically forwarded to all other subscribers. Further,
Iist menbers can choose to read the email by going to the
W'l Yahoo! G oup page and sel ecting the nessage they want to
read. All nessages are archived according to the date in
which they are sent to the list. A list subscriber can al so
post an email fromthis page. Only subscribers (conmunity
menbers) are allowed to post nessages to the list. By
subscribing to the list, a person becones a nenber of the e-
class and is expected to participate actively. To
subscri be, the person sends an email to the correspondi ng
address. The list is used as the primary nmeans of
comuni cati on between/anong nmenbers of the class as well as
for posting assignnents to the e-class.

The second type of asynchronous conmuni cation used by
the WI conmmunity is the Wnba Voice Board. This is a
bull etin board type of comrunication in which the user
connects to the WII Wnba Conference and records a nessage
for other nenbers to hear. Unlike the pay service, the free
W nba service to which WIl subscri bes does not have
indefinite archiving. Al nessages are deleted after a
short period of time (30 days). Further, the nunber of

nmessages allowed as well as the nunber of participants
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permtted to be present at any one tinme are also limted to
30 nessages and 5 participants at any one tine. The service
al so has a text-based area for those who either do not have
a m crophone or who wish to | eave both oral and witten
nmessages. This service is seldomused by nenbers of the WI
communi ty, but does exist for those who wish to | eave voice
nmessages for others to hear and respond to.

Unli ke discussion |ists, where the nenber just sends an
emai | from his/her account and that is automatically
forwarded to all list nmenbers, bulletin boards require that
participants go to the server to read/listen to/post
messages. This often nakes it |ess used since there is that
extra step (It is easier to just receive a nessage and read
it than to actually go and find the nessage). At the sane
time, while discussion lists generally require subscription,
bul l etin boards (such as Wnba) are open to anybody who
wi shes to visit it and read/listen to nessages or who w shes

to post nessages for others.

Web- based Communi cati on

The fourth type of conmunication in the WII comrunity

is the web page. The Wl class has a web site that consists
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of three types of web pages: the community pages, the chat
| ogs, and the personal pages.

The first is a series of pages with information about
the community. This set of pages allows visitors to get a
feel for how the class is organized, what activities are
requi red and recomended, and who the nenbers are. This
| ast gives not just names but al so pictures, enuil
addresses, nationalities, and other pertinent information
useful for contacting the person. Further, each nane and
picture is linked to the student’s personal page. The
Honestead chat room (as well as links to recommended and/ or
required software) is also located in these pages. This is
often the first contact a prospective new nmenber has with
the group. Further, the coordinating teacher constantly
invites other | anguage teachers who are interested in online
education to visit these pages and get a feel for what a
successful group can do.

The second set of pages is the conpilation of all the
| ogs of the class chat sessions from al nost the begi nning of
the community. Generally, the coordinating teacher places
an exact log of the previous chat session on this site
wi thin one week of the session (although he occasionally

takes a little longer). He also includes a short synopsis
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of the high points of the session. |If the session took

pl ace in nore than one location (as is often the case) there
are links to the particular section of the |ogs that deals
with that |ocation

The chat logs are divided into three main parts: a list
Wi th pictures (where avail able) of the participants in that
week’ s session, a short anal ysis/synopsis of the high points
of the session, and the |l ogs of the session itself. This
| ast is obtained, in nost cases, through the cut and paste
copies (that the teachers have nade) of the original session
or, in the case of Tapped In, fromthe email copy of the |og
that is sent upon the end of each session. The teachers
recommend that the students read these logs to see if they
have any comments.

The third section of the Wb site consists of personal
pages for each nenber of the community. As people sign up
for the class, they are asked to send a short introduction
for the other nenbers of the group to read and, if they are
willing and it is possible, a picture so the others can see
what the person | ooks |ike. The Webmaster (coordinating
teacher) then edits the introduction for grammati cal
m st akes and posts it on a web page that he creates for that

particul ar student. After the web page has been nade,
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Stonners sends a nessage to the e-class informng the
comunity of the new page and inviting everybody to conme and
nmeet the new nmenber. If a nenber of the community has

hi s/ her owmn web pages, the Webnmaster also places a link to
their site. Every tinme a student answers an assignnent, the
answer is corrected for grammar and pl aced on hi s/ her page.
A nessage is then sent out asking the students to read the
answer and respond. Further, the student who posted the
answer is asked to read the corrected version and conpare it
to what was originally sent. Wen enough nenbers have
responded to a specific assignnment, and especially if they
respond to each other’s comments, that particul ar assignnment
is then given its owmn page, with links to it fromthe pages
of each of the participating nenbers. |In this way, the
students are encouraged to exchange their views on diverse

topics and read how other views are al so possible.

Taki ng the WII d ass

Wl - Chat Sessi ons

As nentioned above, the WII class has two princi pal
means of interaction between and anong participants (as well
as the web pages). Each week the teachers and those

students who are avail able and interested in doing so,
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connect to the chat sessions. These sessions |ast two hours
and often appear to be chaotic. 1In fact, one recent

partici pant has | abeled it controlled chaos, a termthat the
community has since made its own. |In any single session,
there may be as many as three different chat roons open at
once. Sone participants, especially teachers, may be in al
the chat roons while others may be in only one or two.
Sonetinmes the class then settles down so that nost of it is
carried out in one roomor another. At other tinmes, all of
the chat roons may be busy. Usually, two roons are in use.
One of these is a text-based room while the other is
usual ly a voi ce-based room

This section will describe what happens in a nornal
session. In this session, the class takes place in two
pl aces, the Tapped-In MOO environnment and a Yahoo! | nstant
Messenger voi ce conference.

It is shortly before noon GMI on a Sunday. |In several
different countries around the world, nenbers of the WI
comunity begin to connect to the Internet. By the end of
the session, ten partici pants have shown up

Stonners, Jarce, and Barnes - W teachers

John - Researcher and recently appointed Wl teacher
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Karla, Frank and Thomas - Three students who usually

attend the sessions

Mary - a student who has recently becone active after a

time of inactivity

Cenevi eve and Karen - two new participants

As Stonners connects to I CQ he notices that Jarce and
John are already connected. Jarce and John have been
chatting in the class chat roomfor the past 15 m nutes
while waiting for the others to show up.

Stonners sends a nessage to John: “lIs anybody in the

chat roonf”

John replies: “Just Jarce and ne. W’ ve been there for

15 minutes.” As he is sending this nessage, Karla

appears online and enters the chat room

John: “Karla has appeared.”

Stonners joins the chat room

Stonners: “Hello, Karla. Good to see you again. Hi,

Jarce, John”

Jarce: “Hi, Karla. So you finally showed up Stonners?”

John: “Morning, all.”

Karla: “H . Has anybody el se conme yet?”

Karen joins the chat session.

Karen: “NMorning, everybody”
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(The nenbers of the session welcone Karen to the
session.)

This series of greetings occurs every tinme sonebody
joins the chat session. GCccasionally, a guest will appear,
soneti mes because they have heard about the group; other
tinmes by accident. In this way, the comunity draws in new
menbers. Both Karen and Genevi eve were people who had
j oined a session by accident and had signed up for the e-
cl ass.

As the greetings continue, John and Stonners both
recei ve Yahoo! nessages from Frank inviting themto join a
voi ce conference. Both accept the invitation and join the
conference. They inform Frank about who is in the session.
Frank sends invitations to Karla, Karen and Genevi eve.
Jarce doesn’t have Yahoo! Messenger so she is not invited to
the conference. Karen turns down the request because her
m crophone isn’t working. Genevieve joins the conference.
There are now two chat sessions occurring at the sane tine.
Frank, John, Stonners, Karla, and Genevieve are in the voice
chat tal ki ng about what each has done during the past week.
John, Stonners, Karla, Genevieve, Jarce, and Karen are in
the text chat tal king about arranging a virtual party for

t he next cl ass.
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John now notices Barnes on I CQ and sends hima nessage:
“We are in Tapped-In and and Yahoo!.”

Barnes: “I’'ll be right there. Send nme an invitation to
Yahoo! .”

John invites Barnes to the Yahoo! session. He appears
and joins in the discussion. He also appears in the text
chat room and sends greetings to the others.

Stonners: “Mary is online. [I'll invite her.”

Mary soon joins the others in the Yahoo! session, but
not in the text session.

Now, Thomas joins the text session. H s connection
today does not allow himto connect to both the text and
voi ce sessions. As soon as he finds out that there is also
a voi ce session, he | eaves the text-based roomand joins the
voi ce conference.

An hour of the class has passed and the topics have
been changing in each room Genevieve is now commenting in
the text session about howit is difficult to pay conplete
attention to both sessions at the sane tine. Usually,
people tend to pay nore attention to one of the sessions for
a while, and then change to the other session for a while.
They continue changi ng back and forth as the topic being

di scussed in one session becones nore interesting than the
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topic in the other session. Meanwhile, Stonners, and

soneti mes Cenevi eve, comment in one session about what is
happening in the other. These conmments are for the benefit
of those who are participating in only one chat room

After an hour, the topic in the voice chat alternates
between Mary’'s plans to visit the United States and a visit
Thomas received from another WII nenber. In the text room
there is another topic about traveling. Karla is also going
to visit the United States and is asking for advice from
Karen and John, both of whomare currently there, and from
Stonners and Jarce who are originally fromthere. By the
end of the session, the text-based room has practiced
witing and has planned a party for the foll ow ng week. The
voi ce- based room has practiced speaking and |istening, but
has not had any specific topic.

After two hours of chatting, the participants who have
not already left due to either the late (for them hour or
because there are other things they have to do, start saying
t heir good- byes.

My informants have all nentioned the chat sessions as
an inportant part of the class. (Ceorge never attends the
regul ar weekly sessions because he lives in a tinme zone that

makes his participation difficult. At the sane tinme, he has
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i ndi cated that he feels the chat sessions allow the students
to see how nmuch they have | earned, and allow for a type of
practice that is inpossible in an asynchronous class. They
are able to communicate in real tine with both native and
ot her non-native speakers. Sally is another nenber of the
community who chats with nenbers at other tinmes, but does
not participate in the weekly sessions. Like George, she
enphasi zes that chat sessions are inportant. Her non-
participation, however, is due to a lack of tinme. Wile it
is too early for Ceorge to participate, Sally is working
during class tine.

O ny other three informants, Karla, Thomas, and Frank,
all three tend to be regular participants in the weekly
sessions. |In one case, Karla, participation is so regular
that the nmenbers conmment on any absence, usually wondering
if she is well. Both Thomas and Frank are | ess regul ar
partici pants, depending on what they are doing during the
class tine, including whether or not they have access to a
conputer at the noment. Although Frank says he feels the
chat is helpful initself, he tends to prefer participating
in the voice chat. On those days that he is unable to
connect to both, he connects to the voice session. Thonas

al so insists that the chat sessions have been of great help
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to him especially in inproving his witing ability. He

says that now he wants to participate in the voice chats to
i mprove his pronunciation. Karla usually participates in
both the voice and text-based chat sessions. She sees the
chat sessions as inportant in devel oping the sense of
community that is so inportant to the WII comunity.

There are other menbers besides the ones nentioned here
who attend regularly for a while and then drop out of sight,
only to reappear again at a later date. This ability to
drop out of sight for a short while and then reappear, and
be sure of a welcone, is one elenent of the class that has
made it into such a success for as long as it has existed.

What topics are covered in the chat sessions? That
depends on what the people present want to tal k about. One
aspect of what the community is now calling controll ed chaos
is that the class takes place in two or nore chat roons at
one time, but another aspect is the |ack of set topics. By
meeting in tw chat roons, with sone nenbers being in one
room other menbers in another room and others in both
roons, it is exceedingly difficult for any specific topic to
be di scussed by everyone.

In general, the session starts, as nentioned above,

with greetings. GQccasionally, the topic is a continuation
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of one that was going on before the session officially
began. For exanple, in the first session in which
participated, | showed up early and was being interviewed by
a student who was present. \Wen the other class nenbers
showed up, the class turned into an interview where all the
menbers present in the session asked nme anything they wanted
to. At another session, | was chatting with a student about
a book she was reading. Wen other nenbers of the cl ass
showed up, we continued discussing the book. The session
then turned into a discussion of several books by the sane
aut hor.

On the other hand, topics also occur after the session
has already started. 1In one session, for exanple, there was
no topic until a student showed up who was havi ng probl ens
with his conputer. Mst of the rest of the session dealt
with various conputer rel ated problens (sonething that was
so common that all the people present wanted to explore it)
and how to solve them Qher topics that have been covered
include international affairs, health, the environnment, how
to performcertain operations on the conputer, and (to show
that topics are not always serious) howto help one of the

partici pants solve her love-life problens.
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I n general, however, the sessions seemto change topics
at the whimof the participants. Even when there is an
attenpt to have a set topic for the session, the
participants tend to go their own ways, paying little
attention to the set topic. This has led Stonners to
describe the class as a case of “herding cats.” As anyone
who has ever owned a cat knows, they are inpossible to herd.
In the same way, it is inpossible to herd the participants
in these chat sessions.

O course the chat sessions is only one neans of
interaction in the class. Another neans is the e-class that

is described in the next session.

Wl - the E-d ass

The e-class is basically a continuation of the original
i dea of the asynchronous class that eventual ly devel oped
into WII. In this part of the course, students and teachers
can comuni cate and interact in an asynchronous node. The
e-class allows those nmenbers who live in tine zones that
make participation in the chat sessions difficult feel |ike
part of the class. One of the purposes of the e-class is to
allow the teachers to post assignnents. Although any of the

teachers (or even one of the students) can post an
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assi gnment, nost assignnents conme from Barnes. To see how
students reacted to the assignnents, | asked each of ny
informants to explain 1) how t hey deci ded whi ch assi gnnment
to answer, 2) howlong it took themto decide to answer the
assignment, 3) what they did to answer an assignnment, and 4)
whet her or not they did any editing or revising.

Karla - Wien Karla receives an assignnent, she reads
it, decides if it “grabs her heart”, and then imredi ately
answers it. She sits at her conmputer and wites what she
feels. As soon as she has answered the assignnment she sends
it without revising, editing, or proofreading. Wile she
used to answer al nost all assignnents, she has recently
found herself unable to becone interested in al nost any
assi gnnment. Al though she usually deci des whether or not an
assignment is worth answering i medi ately upon receiving it,
she told ne that she sonetines gets an idea for an answer at
a later time. In such a case, she answers it if she is near
a conputer and not too occupied with work. At the sane
time, she sel dom answers any assignnent that she doesn’t
answer i mredi ately.

Frank - Like Karla, when Frank receives an assi gnnment,
he reads it and al nost imedi ately decides if it grabs his

interest or not. He then sits at his conputer, wites his
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answer at one sitting, and sends it with no revision or
editing (although he nentioned that he knows this is an
inmportant step in witing). Wiile he used to try to answer
all assignnents, he has recently found hinself too busy to
do nuch nore in the e-class than read the assignnents and
postings. Frank shows a good command of English witing
ability. H s extenporaneous witing (e.g. in the chat roons
or | Mnessages) is generally of high granmatical quality.

Sally - Although Sally also uses interest in the topic
to decide whether or not to answer it, the amount of tine
she has is nore of an overriding factor. Again, like the
others, she decides imediately if the assignnent is worth
answering or not. If she has the tinme to answer it, she
sends a short answer to the e-class. She does no editing or
revising. Unlike both Karla and Frank, she has never tried
to answer all the assignnents.

Thomas -Li ke the other informants, Thomas sel ects only
those topics he finds of interest, but he nentioned that
there are few assignnments that he does not find interesting.
He al so answers the assignnents as soon as he receives them
Unli ke the others, however, he generally proofreads what he
has witten to verify that he has not made any sinple

t ypographi cal m stakes. He does not try to edit his grammar



147

because he feels his grammatical ability is not adequate for
this purpose. Like both Karla and Frank, Thomas was al so a
constant poster to the e-class. Unlike the others, he stil
tries to post whenever possible. Wuat | have seen of his
witing as posted to the class (before editing by the
teachers for placenent on his web page) and what he has sent
me is of very good grammatical quality. He nentioned that,
al t hough he was unable to wite sinple sentences when he
first joined the class, the e-class has helped himto

i nprove his English witing ability dramatically.

CGeorge - Like the others, CGeorge generally decides on
what assignnents to answer based on how interesting he finds
it and on how nuch tinme he has. He also answers as soon as
he receives the assignnment. He was the only one of the
i nformants, however, to tell ne that he does not just wite
w t hout stopping. If he is unsure of a word, he stops and
| ooks it up in the dictionary. He al so | ooks over his
witing before sending it. He told nme that he |ikes to nmake
sure that he doesn’t have sinple granmatical m stakes and
that he has said everything he wants to say. The first tine
| had an interviewwith him his fluency and witing ability
in English struck me as being al nost of native speaker

quality.
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Wiy did only one informant admit to carrying out at
| east sonme sinple editing? M informants nentioned that
they did not feel confident in checking their own gramar.
At the sane tinme, while no informant admtted to this,
cannot help but feel that the fact that the teachers wl|
correct their grammar before placing it on their web pages

may al so have sonething to do with the |lack of revision

Change in the Community over the Period of the Study

As nentioned above, when | first joined the WII cl ass,
| expected a class that consisted of teachers and students
who nmet together for a set period of tine. M experience as
a VOES teacher led ne to believe there would be only a few
students and the class would last 3 nonths. Further, |
expected there to be | essons on witing and granmar, and
possi bly on reading. Wuat | found was the comunity of
| anguage | earners and teachers descri bed above. Al though
officially there are four teachers and approxinmately 50
students, in practice there are no teachers or students.
The nmenbers of this community consider each other equals.
Al t hough sone are called teachers and others are called
students, they consider thenselves tutors and friends.

Al so, sone of the students are teachers in their own
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countries, and sonme of the teachers are al so students. Al

of the menbers of the comunity are willing to share their
expertise and teach others in the community. At |east four
menbers of the community besides nyself are al so researching
virtual education, either as part of a class or as a thesis
or dissertation topic.

Li ke all conmmunities, there have been changes over the
past year-and-a-half of my participation. At the beginning
there were nore non-native speaking participants and,
occasionally, sonething closely related to an actual cl ass.
Currently, the community has nore of an informal atnosphere,
wi th new participants comng into the community and
participating actively as nenbers. Al nbost every week has a
visitor drop by and then decide to join the class. But
t here have al so been nore specific changes in the
organi zati on of neeting sessions and the environnment in
whi ch the community neets. These changes are expl ained nore
in depth in this section.

A conmunity that does not change is usually a stagnant
community. Gowh is a requirenent for any living entity,
and true communities are alive. Therefore, like any true
community anywhere, W has changed over tine. This change

can be seen in the logs of the chat sessions, and is
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recounted in the history of the community as witten by the
teachers. Also, | have personally observed changes in the
relatively short tinme |I have been a nenber. | joined the
community approximately 6 nonths before | started ny study.
During the six nonths of the study, as well as during the
six nmonths prior to beginning it and the nonths since
finishing ny data coll ection/generation, | have noticed nmany
changes in the community.

One reason virtual communities Iike WII change is the
very nature of the Internet itself. Since the Internet is
constantly growi ng and changi ng, much of what this comunity
does varies over tine. For exanple, when | first joined
this community, the synchronous part of the class was held
in three |ocations: a text-based chat room at Honestead, a
roomat the visual chat space The Pal ace, and a room at the
voi ce- based chat client called HearMe. The community had
been using both the text-based Honmestead chat room and the
chat room at The Pal ace fromthe begi nning and had j ust
started using the HearMe chat client a couple of nonths
before | joined them Over the course of the next few
nmont hs both The Pal ace and Hear Me ceased to be supported and
di sappeared. Wile Palaces can still be found, they are

usually of a social nature and the difficulty in finding the
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necessary software nmake them hard to use with a grow ng
comunity. Hear Me devel oped a new product called Tel coPoi nt
Hear Me, but this also had certain limts that the original
client did not have. First, instead of installing the chat
roomon one’s own web page and all ow ng people to use it
fromthere, it becane necessary to connect to the Tel coPoint
web server itself. Second, where HearMe all owed, in theory,
practically unlimted people in each chat room Tel coPoi nt
HearMe allows a total of 50 participants spread over 5 chat
roons. Third, the TelcoPoint chat client was difficult to
connect to.

| medi ately, the community began a search for another
voi ce-based chat client that would work as well as Hear Me
had done. It also began a search for another regular
neeting place. Wiile, due to the nature of this client,
Honestead i s al ways avail able for use, sonebody in the chat
room needs to constantly copy and paste the | ogs of the
session. Wile this does not interfere with normal use of
the room it does nmean that the coordinating teacher, or
soneone el se, or even two of them have to pay attention
nore to how nmuch had been said than to what had been said.
This sonetines inhibits the anount of participation of that

parti cul ar nmenber.
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Over the course of the next few nonths, (nost of the
time of ny study) the community tried several new chat
clients. Mny of these clients would be used in one
session, found | acking, and not used again. One, the Wnba
Voi ce Board, was acceptabl e enough for asynchronous
messages, and is still occasionally used by community
menbers.

Currently, Wl uses the MOO environnment at Tapped In
for its weekly chat sessions. |t has becone a normal enough
nmeeting place that several of the regular nenbers of that
space have joined the WII comrunity. This has given a new
flavor to participation, with nore involvenment in neeting
new peopl e, discussions on how this environment can be used,
and di scussions on education, and with | ess discussion based
on student topics. Wile nbost students sel dom partici pated
regularly in the chat sessions, with this change, even fewer
students started attendi ng the sessions.

For voice chat purposes, the community now uses Yahoo!
| nstant Messenger. This client has both nany of the
benefits of HearMe (voice quality, unlimted nunber of
participants in a session, secondary text-based
comuni cation for people w thout m crophones or for

m sunder st ood words) and a benefit that Hear Me never had--
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web cam support. Al so, HearMe was web based, which neant
the participant only had to go to the page where the room
was | ocated and log in. The Yahoo! client, on the other
hand, must be downl oaded to the participant’s conputer
Participation is by invitation fromone of the conference
participants who has the invitee on his/her contact |ist.
The use of this client does, however, seemto be attracting
sonme of the older students to return to the sessions.

For one-on-one conversations, which occur during the
week, the participants use one of three clients, 1CQ Yahoo!
Messenger, and MSN Messenger. Only a few of the participants
have nore than one of these, so they are generally limted
to chatting only with those who have that particular client.
Al t hough nost participants use only one of these clients,
sonme nenbers have all three clients, which allows themto
chat with any other nmenber of the community who wants to
tal k.

Wil e not nmentioned specifically as one of the three
maj or assignnments, this one-to-one comunication is an
integral part of the community. Through this nmedium those
partici pants who are unable, for one reason or another, to

attend the weekly chat sessions can get help with
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assignments, practice their English with other nenbers of
the community, and build community bonds.

A second integral part of the class-comunity is the
asynchronous e-class. Since many nenbers of the class
cannot participate in the synchronous sessions, their
participation in the e-class has been extrenely inportant.
Menbers have posted introductions, answered assignnents,
sent jokes, and sent nessages they thought woul d be of
interest to the others. Stonners uses the e-class also to
send rem nders of the weekly sessions, to informthe class
when there has been a change to the web site (such as the
posting of the weekly chat | ogs), to wel cone new nenbers,
and to send congratul atory nessages on a nenber’s birthday
and nenbershi p anniversary. Fromthe beginning, this was
seen as the primary nmeans of comunication within the
community. The chat sessions, in fact, were originally
considered an additional activity (and not the primry
focus) of the class. Wien | first joined the community, the
di scussion list was active and interaction anong the nenbers
was constant. Most weeks there were five or six nessages per
day from nmenbers, which is fairly active for any di scussion
list of this size (less than fifty menbers at the tine). By

the tinme I had concluded nmy study, there were only two or



155

t hree nessages a week, usually an adm nistrative nessage
from Stonners. After | had finished the data generation
portion of nmy study, a new group of nenbers started posting
messages to the e-class. This seens to have drawn at | east
of few of the original nenbers back into using the e-class.
As wth the synchronous portions of the community, part
of the change in participation appears to be fromthe actual
nature of the Internet itself. Just as services di sappear
(as happened with both the visual chat client at The Pal ace
and the Hear Me voice chat client), so also services change
owners. Wiile these changes often have little or no effect
on the user of the service, there are tinmes when it may
cause problens. For exanple, the e-class is hosted on a
server that has gone through both a change of nanme and a
mergi ng with another service. The objective of the service
was always to allow and encourage the devel opnent of
di scussion lists about alnbst any topic. The service has
al ways been free of charge and anybody who w shed coul d
subscribe to a list. Only list owers had to be registered
menbers of the service. The first change, a change in nane
fromOnelist to E-groups, actually took place before |
joined this community. | had been using the service to host

di scussion lists for ny regular classes, and received a
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nmessage telling ne of the change in service. Many of ny
students inforned nme that they had al so received this
message. This nmessage told the list menbers that the
servi ce had changed nanmes and gave themthe new address to
use for posting nessages. Wen | joined the WIl conmunity,
the e-class was hosted by E-groups. During the tinme |I was
carrying out ny study, there was anot her change. E-groups
merged with Yahoo! groups. E-groups sent a nessage
informng the |list owners and nenbers about the change in
the service, but also included information in the nessage
that was specific to list owers. Starting at about the
time of this change, the anobunt of participation in the e-

cl ass dropped off dramatically. Wile two of ny informants
said they thought it was due to nenbers losing interest (as
Karla put it, becom ng “less passionate about the class”),
my own experience with having trouble posting to the e-class
shortly after the change in owners |leads nme to wonder if
this is the cause of the problens. 1In the first case, there
was sinply a change in nanme. The rest stayed basically the
sane. In this change, the groups had to be converted to the
Yahoo! system One of ny informants |ost contact with the
e-class for a while when his email service was bl ocked by

Yahoo!. I n many cases, a student who has been having
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probl ens of the sort will eventually give up and stop al
participation. This particular informant, however, due to
his strong interest in the community, found out how he could
becone active again. He changed his email service and
rejoined the list. There was al so sone doubt about whet her
or not a person had to register with Yahoo! to subscribe to
a list (they didn’t) and about associating an enmil address
with an account. After Stonners sent a nessage to all the
cl ass nmenbers in which he explained howto participate, that
only list owers had to register with Yahoo! groups, and
that associating an enail address with a Yahoo! groups was
not necessary, participation appeared to increase.

As with both the synchronous sessions and the e-class,
the web pages have al so undergone changes. However, since
t he pages are under the direct managenent of the
coordi nating teacher, there has been little disruption in
that part of the class. Basically, the changes have been in
the location (links) to the pages as the community sw tched
services. These changes in services were generally because
Chi na woul d block the sites and was for the specific purpose
of allow ng the Chinese nenbers of the community conti nue

their active participation.
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How Does an Online ESL/EFL C ass Becone a Language Learni ng

Communi ty?

Wl : A Lanquage Learni ng Community?

s WII a virtual community? As nentioned earlier,
Bl anchard (2000), Frank and Davie (2001), and Miller (1999)
identify four conponents of nobst communities.

a) Menbers share sonme common characteristic such as
| ocation or interest)

b) There is interaction anong the nenbers of the
comunity.

c) There are defined boundaries between inside and
outside, which |leads to the devel opnent of a
comon identity

d) Menbers share an identification with and
attachnment to this community (i.e., a sense of
comunity).

To find if WIl is a comunity, we need only see if it

has these conponents.

Do the participants in WII share a conmon
characteristic? |In answering this question, we should
remenber that a |location can be physical, as in a village or
a college canpus, or may be virtual, as in a chat area, a
MOO, or other virtual space. WI does have a virtual space

it calls it own. As nentioned above, the class includes

nmeeti ng places at Honestead, Yahoo! Chat, and Tapped In.
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Also, there is a set of web pages that bear the WI nane,
and that the participants in this class use as a neans of
sharing what they have witten. So we can say that W does
have the conponent of sharing a comon |ocation. The
menbers of the WIl class al so share a common interest in the
| earning of English. Al nenbers of the class originally
signed up for this class because they wanted to i nprove
their English communication skills. That there are new
menbers in the class who are joining nore because they are
interested in developing their skills in teaching online ESL
is just another sign of change that nbst comrunities

under go.

s there interaction anong the participants? A |ook at
the class shows that there are several ways in which
interaction in encouraged and takes place. First, the e-
class is a neans of communication/interaction that the
menbers are expected to use to share their views with other
menbers of the community. Wile there are many tinmes in
whi ch a nmenber of the class will post a coment and not hi ng
else will be heard about that topic, there are al so nmany
times in which participants post responses to what others
have posted, thereby leading to threads that can | ater be

posted on the web site. There is also interaction in the
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weekly chat sessions where participants interact with each
other in real tinme, sonetines using text and other tines
using voice. This is such an integral part of the class that
t he coordi nating teacher Stonners has arranged for a weekly
nmessage to be sent to each nenber rem nding them of the chat
session, where it neets, how to connect to it, and who to
| ook for when they get there. A third formof interaction
is the informal | M sessions that occur several tines each
week. I n these sessions, nenbers of the class who happen to
be online at the sanme tinme often send instant nmessages to
each other, thereby opening a chat session between two
menbers. These sessions may be recorded and included in the
weekly chat session log (especially if one of the two
participants is one of the teachers), or may never |eave a
public record. Oten, the only way the rest of the cl ass
knows that a session occurred i s when sonebody nentions that
he/ she had net sonebody on one of the I M spaces and had had
a short conversation. Finally, there are also individual
emails that are often exchanged between two nmenbers of the
class. Again, while these are private nessages, they occur
because the two people net in the class.

|s there a defined boundary between inside and outsi de,

| eading to the devel opnment of a comon identity? Wile it
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i s possible that anybody can show up at a chat session, and
that this person nay show up on several occasions, it is
only when a chat participant joins the e-class that he/she
is considered part of the class. People in WII are nenbers
of the community only when they subscribe to the e-class and
have their name and email address listed on the class web
page. This class web page includes a |list of class nenbers
Wi th pictures (where possible) and enmail addresses as wel |
as link to the nmenber’s personal web page. Anybody who does
not appear on this page, and who does not have a personal
WI'l page, is not a nenber of the class. Therefore, we can
say that there is a boundary between who is and who is not a
menber of the conmunity.

|s there a sense of comunity? Throughout the
interviews with ny informants, they always insisted that WI
is nore than just a class. They pointed out that the
menbers show a sense of trust in each other in the sharing
of pictures, not only of thenselves, but also of their
houses and famlies. Further, except in one or two cases,
menbers of the community do not use pseudonyns (or at | east
do not admt to it). |In one case, a nenber of the class
used a pseudonymuntil he realized that he could trust the

rest of the nmenbers of the class. This person was the first
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to post a picture of his house on his web page and to use a
web camto show the rest of the class what he | ooks |ike at
a regul ar weekly chat session. The other occurrence was a
visitor who used an obvi ous pseudonym but who al so appeared
only twice in the class, and never joined the e-class. W
informants al so indicated that the use of voice chat was
anot her neans of devel oping a sense of community. As Frank
put it, “the use of voice nmakes ne realize | amreally
talking to a person.” A sense of community is also seen in
t he exchange of birthday greetings on nenbers’ birthdays and
i ndi cations of worry when a natural disaster occurs in an
area where there are class nenbers. |In fact, if a person
does not show up or send a nessage after a disaster, nenbers
of the community will often wite to the e-class asking if
anybody knows if the person had been affected or not.

In | ooking at the descriptions of the four conponents,
the answer to whether WIl is a community, instead of sinply
a group of students who are enrolled in the sane cl ass, nust

be in the affirmati ve.

How did the C ass Develop into a Community?

Anot her question that arises, and which shoul d be

answered is “how has this class been able to develop into a
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virtual community?” This is easy to answer. It has been a
conscious effort on the part of the teachers, especially
Stonners. Early experiences of VCES instructors indicated
that free asynchronous ESL/EFL cl asses sel dom worked. As
mentioned earlier, at least half the students who took the
pl acenent test failed to answer the email invitation to join
a class. Wen enough students had replied to forma
section, nost instructors would send out another enai
i nform ng them of where, when, and how to join the class.
Usually less than half of the students who had i ndicated
interest in the class actually cane to the first session, or
participated in the first assignment. Further attrition was
usually quick, with only 1 or 2 students actually finishing
any one term \While many teachers tried to nake their
asynchronous cl asses nore interesting, the three teachers
who finally devel oped WII decided that a new focus was
needed. Therefore, when the coordinator of VOES called for
vol unteers for synchronous teachers, all three of themwere
anong the few that answered the call.

Meanwhi | e, Stonners was al so experinenting with other
i deas. Having finally decided that one of the main problens
with the classes is that the students who took them

basically just wanted sonmeone to | ook over their work and
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correct it, Stonners decided to try devel opi ng a new concept
for the class. The concept as finally devel oped took the
followwng form First, the three-nonth terns were
elimnated. Students were invited to join at any tinme and
stay as long as they wished. This neant, of course, that
the traditional idea of a class that discussed specific
granmati cal points, or that tried to discuss a previously
assigned reading or witing assignnent, was no | onger
plausible. [If a student could cone to the class at any
time, then not all students would have the assignnent or
know what point was to be discussed. Therefore, the set
assi gnnent part of the class was replaced by floating
assignnments. The teachers also established one basic rule
for the class: the class had to be fun for the students.
Since one of the problens he had seen with his previous
attenpts at this type of class was a | ack of focus, Stonners
decided to |l ook for one. He finally decided the class
shoul d focus on the use of different technologies in the
teaching and | earni ng of | anguages. The idea behind the
cl ass becane to play with various prograns as they becane
avai |l abl e and see how they could be integrated into | anguage

educati on.
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Since community requires interaction and a sense of
trust, the teachers decided to foster student-student
conmuni cation instead of the usual student-teacher
interaction. To do this, they integrated the asynchronous
(emai |l ) discussion list, the synchronous (chat) sessions,
and a class web site into three basic assignnents. These
assignments were, as nentioned above, 1) to post answers to
witing assignnments on the discussion list, with the
expectation that other nenbers of the class would then reply
to what had posted, 2) to participate in the weekly chat
sessions, and 3) to create a web page so the nenbers coul d
| earn about each other. At the sane tinme, realizing that
not everybody woul d be able to participate in the chat
sessions, or would know how to create a web page, he made
all of the assignnments voluntary--except that everybody had
to carry out at |east one of them

To build a sense of trust anmong people who cone from
all parts of the world and will, in all probability, never
neet, was the next step. To do this, everybody who joined
the class was expected to send an introduction. Wen
possi ble, they were to either send a picture of thensel ves
or point to one that already existed on the Internet (such

as one in a web page they had already devel oped). Al of ny
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informants agreed that being able to see a picture, as well
as read an introduction, is a very inportant part of the
cl ass.

The introduction and picture were placed on a web page
that was created specifically for the nmenber. Hi s/her nane
and picture, as well as their nationality, email address(s),
web page address, |CQ nunber and ID, the date of enroll nent
in the e-class, and the | ast date and net hod of
participation were also placed on the class web page. 1In
this way, any community nenber can know who the nenbers of
the class are and conmunicate with them Further, as each
student conpletes a year in the group, he/she receives an
emai | congratulating themon a year’s participation and a
star next to their name on the class list. Sone students
find this so inportant that at |east one person has witten
to the list to ask why they were forgotten on the few
occasions that Stonners failed to nention them

Besi des using the e-class, the chat sessions, and the
web site for building conmmunity, the teachers al so encourage
students to comunicate wth each other and with the
teachers using one of the three commonly avail abl e i nstant
messagi ng prograns. This allows participants who are unabl e

to join the chat sessions to interact with others in the
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class in a nore informal and personal way then the e-class

all ows for.

VWhat Has Kept the WII Community Together for so Long?

The answer to this question is one that has been of
interest to the comunity itself since before the beginning
of ny study. The nost |ogical answer nay be the one
provided by the Stonners in a personal comrunication

Basically, the community engages its nenbers in

notivating, comrunicative, and authentic

interaction. Language learning activities are

purely constructivist and utilize other comunity

menbers in the zone of proximal devel opnent. The

menbers of the group contribute to each other's
projects and goal s and make and keep commitnents

to one anot her (Stonners, Personal Conmunication).

At the sane tinme, there appears to be other conditions
t hat have hel ped the community to last for so long. One of
these is that nore than one type of interaction is fostered.
By using both synchronous and asynchronous communi cati on,
menbers of the community are able to interact even when tine
zone differences do not allow for all to participate in the
chat sessions. The use of IMclients allows for the

possi bility of synchronous conmuni cati on anbng conmunity

menbers outside of the weekly chat sessions.
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Until recently, the type of chat roonms used by the
community also enabled it to continue functioning for as
long as it has. Wiile the weekly chat sessions often appear
to be social in nature, they have al ways been in private
chat roons. To enter the conmunity’s Honmestead chat room a
participant has to access the community’s main web page. To
access the avatar based chat room at The Pal ace, the visitor
has to either use the exact address of the roomor access it
t hrough the community’s web page. Simlarly, the HearMe
voi ce chat room was accessi ble only through the group’s nmain
page, or the web page bel onging to Barnes, one of the three
t eachers.

An acceptance of change is another characteristic of
the community that has enabled it to last for so |ong.
Change relates not only to the chat clients and prograns
bei ng used, but also to the comunity nmake-up. Wile the
community originally started as a group of teachers and EFL
students, its nmake-up has recently been changing to include
nore native speakers of English who are interested in online
education. Wiile nost of these new comunity nenbers are
| anguage teachers, many of themare also interested in other

fields.
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From the point of view of the students, the class has
| asted so long because it is interesting. |In the words of
one informant, Karla, “we are passionate about it.”

Further, students find the chance to interact with people
fromother parts of the world to be valuable in itself. At
a recent online conference where several W students were
present, a nenber of the audi ence asked what it was like to
interact online with students from another part of the

world. Some of the students who were present gave the

foll ow ng answers. “Wnderful.” “W can transcend tinme and

space.” “The world is smaller.” “Mraculous.” “I have
friends all over the world.”

The elimnation of any one of these characteristics
(mul tiple nmeans of interaction, privacy of chat-roons, and
acceptance of change), could threaten the ability of the
community to continue as it has. O course, elimnating the
group focus would al so cause it to disappear. A lot of the
group’s success is due to the sense of community that

derives fromthe interaction and the willingness of the

menbers to contribute to each other's projects and goal s.
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VWhat Di fferences Exist Between Virtual and Real -Wrld (Face-
t o- Face) Interview ng?

Online Interviewing as a Method of Data Generation

Wil e, as discussed earlier (chapter 2), the existence
of a “virtual” as opposed to “real world” nmethodol ogy is one
that is still being discussed (see, for exanple, Blanchard,
2000; Hine, 1998, 2000a, 2000b; B. Mason, 1996, 1999;
Mil I er, 1999; Paccagnella, 1997; Thonmsen, Straubhaar and
Bol yard, 1998; as well as the discussion on online
interviewing on the virtual nmethods |ist (February 2000),
particularly Bennett (February 17), Kendall (February 27),
Sl ater (February 27), and Waern (February 27)), there are
di fferences in conducting interviews in each case. This
section will describe the considerations that are necessary
to carry out research (especially interviews) using the

| nt er net.

Consi derations Related to the Medium

The first major difference between virtual and real -
world interviewing is related to the type of medium-rich or
poor. Real-world interviewng--that is, interview ng that
is conducted in a face-to-face environment--is a rich

medium The interviewer has access to both what the
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i nformant says and how he/she says it. Further, there is a
pl et hora of non-verbal cues such as facial expressions,
posture, and gestures, as well as the volune and tone of
voice. If the informant is distracted, the interviewer can
note this. Also, the informant can begin answering the
guestion as soon as the interviewer asks it and conti nue
answering until finished. |If he/she has to pause to
consider the answer, the interviewer can tell this fromthe
non-verbal cues. The interviewer can al so give encouragi ng
sounds (such as “uh huh” and “lI see”) or through non-verbal
cues such as the way he/she | ooks.

Qpposing this is the context-poor nedium of the virtual
interview Since the virtual interviewis conpletely text
based, there is no non-verbal or extra-verbal cue for the
interviewer to rely on for nuch of his/her information
Even in multinmedia interviews that take advantage of voice
chat roons or web canms; unless both participants in the
i nterview have a hi gh-speed connection and sufficient
bandw dth, this type of feedback can al so be m sl eadi ng.

For exanple, a web camthat al so uses voice requires so nmuch
bandw dt h that systens often freeze. This reliance on a
text-only nedium can be hel pful to sone extent. Since there

are no non-verbal and extra-verbal cues, the intervi ewer has



172

to pay particular attention both to how he/she phrases the
guestions and to the answers the informant gives. |If there
i s any doubt about what the informant neant, it needs to be
clarified i medi ately. Sone informants make use of extra
comments, smleys, and shorthand to aid in clarification.

For exanple, | asked Karla what she did when she received an

assignment from Barnes. She replied, “lgnore. . .lol.” and
t hen sent another comment “Just kidding” to ensure that |
knew she was trying to be hunorous. Oher informants m ght
have used a smley (such as :-) ) to indicate this
information. At the sane tinme, the interviewer can pay this
extra attention to the interview itself because there is no
need to take notes or any tape recorder to worry about.
Since the questions and answers are automatically recorded
in text, the interviewer knows he/she will have an exact
transcript of the interview as soon as it is over. Further,
since the interviewis automatically saved, there is no need
totry to transcribe a tape with the problens that result
from poor pronunciation or problenms with accents.

Probl enms that occur in this type of mediumare nostly
related to the lack of non-textual cues. Once the

interviewer types a question and hits the “send” button,

there is no i medi ate response. In the face-to-face



173

interview, as nentioned above, the informant can start
answering i medi ately, and the interviewer can hear this
answer. In the case of the virtual interview, however, the
interviewer has to wait for the informant to type in his/her
answer. So the questions start: Did the informant
understand the question? 1|s the informant still there or
did he/she | ose his/her internet connection? |Is the
informant typing the answer? 1|s the informant thinking
about the answer? And so on. If, as is often the case, the
informant is a slow typist, this wait can seem i nterm nabl e,
even when it is only a few seconds. After the answer
arrives, however, there are still questions that occur to
the interviewer. 1|s the person finished? Should | go
ahead, or wait to see if there is nore? |In nore than one
case, | decided to ask either a follow up or the next
question, only to have the informant continue answering the
previ ous question. Another problemthat occurs due to this
type of interviewis the interviewer interrupting the

i nformant with questions such as “are you still there?” or
“did you understand the question?” Usually, the informant is
still there and did understand the question, but has to take
his/her time typing it. In the case of informants who

normal |y do not use a Roman al phabet, they may be very sl ow
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typists. But even informants who do use a Ronan al phabet
are not necessarily fast typists.

Anot her question of interest is what else the informnt
i s doing besides answering your questions. For exanple, one
of ny informants woul d often pause for a few m nutes and
then conme back to the interview and say, “Sorry, | had to
answer the tel ephone.” Another informant generally
schedul ed our interviews for the tinme between finishing work
and waiting for her son to pick her up. | tended to wonder
if she was al so straightening up her desk and wor kspace
whi l e answering ny questions. But even in cases where the
person is not at work, and there is no tel ephone, many
peopl e who are in a chat environnment al so have a tel evision
or radio on in the background. O they have famly who cone
inand interrupt. O they have other people in the room who
are having a conversation that he/she is al so paying
attention to. O, as happened to ne on nore than one
occasion, they may be involved in nore than one chat session
at atime. Al of these nust be taken into consideration in

carrying out virtual interviews.
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Consi derations Related to btrusiveness

Related to this difference in rich and poor nmediumis
t he amobunt of obtrusiveness that is necessary in observing
interaction in a classroomand finding possible informants.
In a real-world context, an investigator can sit in the back
of a roomand be basically ignored. After a while this
person nmay beconme a fixture that the students basically
ignore. At the sanme tinme, they can nmake sone judgnments
about the researcher based on such non-verbal cues as manner
of dress, age, gender, and his/her interaction with the
teacher. Wien the tinme cones for the researcher to | ook for
i nformants, he/she has probably devel oped sone idea of who
is or is not a good candi date, and the students have seen
hi m her enough to have devel oped sone sense of the
researcher belonging to the class. In a virtual class, on
t he ot her hand, a person who just appears in the class and
sits there becones only a nane on the |ist of people
present. Since everything is based on text, there is no way
to formany judgnment about the researcher unless hel/she

participates actively in the class.
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Consi derations Related to Tine

Finally, a third aspect of virtual interviews that nust
be taken into consideration is tinme. This section can
actually be divided into three sub-sections: 1) tine to
| earn the prograns used by the conmmunity and comrunity
norms, 2) time to becone known and trusted, and 3) probl ens
related to differences in tine zones.

Al'l communities have their norms, and online
conmunities are no different. Further, all virtual
comuni ties have their own set of software and chat clients
they prefer to use. Anybody who has attended chat sessions
run by different groups wll probably have noticed this, and
usually spent a little tine getting used to it. In the case
of nornms what is acceptable in one group may not be
acceptabl e in another, and what is unacceptable in one may
be the normin another. For exanple, nost informal chat
roons rely on pseudonyns. Mst formal, professional, and
educati onal groups do not approve of them In the case of
W, this led to problens in convincing ny informants that |
had to use pseudonyns since they nornmally did not use them

Besi des | earning the norns of the community, sonething
that may take several sessions, the researcher needs to

| earn what software the community normally uses. |n sone
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cases this can take a |l arge anount of tine. Not all MOOs use
the sane interface, and if the researcher is used to one
i nterface, another may cause hinfher trouble. Further, many
chat clients are different in how they post. |In sone cases,
the chat room occupants nust constantly use the “update” key
to see what has been posted. |In others, the chat page is
automatical ly updated every tinme sonmeone posts. In sone
cases, pressing the <ENTER> key will automatically post the
nmessage that is being typed; in other cases, the poster nust
press the “send” key. |In the case of MXO environnents, sone
have one set of commands; others have a different set. Wat
works in one environnment, then, will not necessarily work in
another. Tine to learn the prograns works not just for the
researcher and new nenbers of the community. The Wl group
started using Yahoo! for voice conferencing in late May -
early June. At the end of Cctober, the nenbers of the
community | earned, just by accident, how to allow new
participants in a conference without first closing the
conference and then openi ng a new one.

Besides the tine needed to become famliar wth the
norns and software, the researcher also has to spend enough
time in the community to beconme known as a regul ar

participant. Wiile in many informal groups, this nmeans the
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researcher has to be present in the particular chat room
every day, in groups such as W, it neans he/she nust be
present in every weekly chat session, post weekly to the e-
class, and be available to chat with group nenbers at odd
hours when they find the researcher online. This is simlar
to the need for researchers of “real-life” environnents to
be present in that environnment.

The major time factor that needs to be kept in mnd is
not a length of tine, but the need to take tine zones into
account. If two people in New York make an appointnent to
neet for an interview at 3:30 in the afternoon on June 6,
they can both take for granted that 3:30 in the afternoon
means 3: 30 Eastern Daylight Tinme. This does not work in a
virtual environnent. Using the sane tine (3:30 pn) the
foll owi ng questions nust be answered.

1. Where is it 3:30? (Were the researcher lives or

where the informant |ives)

2. What is the tine zone in each of these places?

3. Is either place on Sumrmer (or Wnter) tine?

As an exanple, let’'s take an interview that is set up
for March 1 where the researcher is in Puerto Rico (-4) and
the informant is in Brazil (-3). However, since Puerto Rico

does not have Summer or Wnter tine, while Brazil does, the
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informant may actually be in zone (-2). The question that
needs to be answered is: “Should I (the researcher) be
avai l abl e at 3:30, 2:30, or 1:30?" |In other words, if the
researchers is not aware of Brazil being on Sumer tine,

he/ she may arrive in the chat roomeither one or two hours

| ate, or one or two hours early. There is a way to overcone
this problem In nost cases, the WII comunity uses GMI for
all tinme-related matters. However, in the case of arranging
for interviews, there is still the need to take the tine
zones into account since both the researcher and the

i nformant shoul d be aware of the approximate tinme at the
other place. Failure to realize this may nmean arrangi ng for
interviews at such tinmes as one or the other will either be

asl eep or worKki ng.

Consi derations Related to Technical Matters

Finally, there are technical considerations that should
be taken into account. In a “real-life” environnent, if the
tape recorder fails to work, the researcher can al ways fal
back on the use of paper and pen. In a virtual interview,
however, if either participant |oses his/her connection to
the Internet, or cannot access the agreed upon chat client,

the intervi ew cannot be carried out. In one interview, an
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informant and | had agreed to neet in a chat roomthat
becane i naccessible. Fortunately, we found each other
online and decided to use ICQ There were two cases in
whi ch one or the other of us was unable to connect to the
Internet. |In these cases, all we could do was send each
ot her emai|l nessages expl ai ning why we m ssed an
appointnment. This definitely has to be taken into
consi deration by any researcher who decides to use the
Internet to carry out interviews.

In the next chapter, | will discuss ny findings,

i ncl udi ng recomrendations for further research in this area.
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CHAPTER 5: FI NDI NGS AND RECOMVENDATI ONS

| nt roducti on

As | nmentioned earlier in both ny literature review and
my di scussion of the class, research on virtual ESL/EFL
cl asses is alnbst non-existent. Mst of this |ack of
research i s because there are few schools that nmake use of
the Internet as the sole neans of offering ESL/EFL cl asses.
As Coghl an (personal communi cation) nentions, “npst ESL
students prefer a dual node class.” Dual node classes make
use of both the Internet and face-to-face neetings. Part of
this lack is also due to online ESL cl asses being a
relatively recent phenonenon. There are a grow ng nunber of
online ESL/EFL classes and research is being carried out in
many of them but little of this research has been published
yet. Further, these studies generally cover a specific
medi umin which these classes are offered (e.g. asynchronous
cl asses, MOO based cl asses, web-based cl asses, chat-based
classes). As yet, there is no published research on what
happens in a class that uses nore than one nmedium To carry
out this research, | decided to focus on the foll ow ng
guestion. “Wiat happens in an online ESL/EFL class?”

Wth this question in mnd, | decided to carry out a

naturalistic study of online classes using virtual
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interviews as ny prinmary neans of data-generation. Since |
had previ ous experience with the Vandar Online Language
School (VCES), a school that offers free ESL/EFL cl asses
usi ng volunteer teachers, | decided to study classes in this
school. At the tine | nmade this decision, nost of VCES

cl asses were using an asynchronous mnedi um (di scussion |ists)
augnented by the use of Wrld Wde Wb sites. Witing
Through the Internet (W) was one of the few VCES cl asses
that had incorporated a synchronous portion into their

cl ass.

Wiile there is a wide range of students in W, nobst of
the students have upper-internediate to advanced Engli sh
skills. They are generally adults, and conme from every
continent and many wal ks of life. Sonme students have been
in WI since the class was first organi zed over three years
ago; others have just recently joined the class. This
m xture of old and new students, as well as the presence of
three teachers and the concurrent use of two and three chat
roons for each weekly class session, leads to an interesting
cl ass which has been characterized by one nenber of the
comunity as intuitive controlled chaos.

Since this is an online class, | used what H ne (1998,

2000a, 2000b) and B. Mason (1999) call a virtual
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et hnography. As nentioned earlier, this is an ethnography
in which the culture being studied is conpletely on-1ine.
Most of my data generation was carried out through virtual
interviews, but | also made use of participant observation
as well as publicly avail able docunents and | ogs of the
weekly chat sessions. Due to the nature of the nedium
interviews that are carried out in the virtual world of the
I nternet have characteristics that are seldomfound in
interviews carried out in the physical world. These

di fferences are described in detail in the section titled

“Details of the Findings” later in this chapter.

Questions that Guided ny Study
The basic question that guided ny study was:

VWhat happens in an online ESL/EFL cl ass?

At the sanme tinme, it should be remenbered that
naturalistic studies change as they progress. Naturalistic
research, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), is energent
(See al so d esne and Peshkin, 1992). Therefore, this
question was just the starting point in nmy research. Qher
guestions devel oped through the course of the study. The
foll ow ng additional questions that energed in the course of

my study are especially worthy of note.
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G ven that nost VCES cl asses had probl ens retaining
students for the entire three-nonth termwhile WII not only
retained its students but even increased in size and has
exi sted continuously for nore than three years, the
foll owi ng question becane of interest early in the study.

1. Why has Wl been so successful ?

Arising fromthis question are the foll ow ng subsidiary

guesti ons:
a. What el enents of the class attract students?
b. How woul d the students describe the class?
After joining the WIl class, | soon learned that it was

not a class as traditionally defined. There was no set term
of studies with a beginning and ending date. There were no

| essons, with evaluation activities to ensure that the
students had successfully mastered the skill. There were no
assignnents that the students had to turn in and have

eval uated. In short, what | found was a community in which
t he menbers all considered thenselves friends instead of
teachers and students. G ven that the class had becone a

| anguage | earning community, | asked the follow ng question:

2. How does an online ESL/EFL class becone a | anguage
| earni ng comuni ty?

This question, in turn, gave rise to the foll ow ng:
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a. VWhat are the elenents of a virtual conmunity?

b. How can these el enents be fostered so that
the community continues to grow?

C. What changes occur in the conmunity as it
grows?

Finally, since ny interviews were conducted conpletely
on-line, a question arose related to what el enents of the
virtual world nost affected how interviews are carried out.
|, therefore, asked the follow ng questions.

3. VWhat differences exist between virtual and “real -
wor |l d” (face-to-face) interview ng?

This gave rise to the foll ow ng questions:

a. VWhat el enents of the virtual world affect
intervi ews?

b. Are synchronous interviews adequate for data
generation?

C. Can asynchronous interviews aid in increasing
data generation?

d. How can ot her neans of data generation (e.g.
partici pant observation) aid in devel oping a
st udy?

Summary of Fi ndi ngs
| joined the WIl cl ass approxi mately four nonths before
| began ny data generation. During this time, | noticed
that there was nuch posting on the asynchronous e-cl ass

portion of the class as well as a group of students who
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participated in alnost all of the chat sessions. 1In the e-
cl ass, students would post everything fromjokes to probl ens
they had with English, while in the chat sessions they woul d
tal k about any topic of interest. These topics varied from
di scussi ons about books the students had read and were
interested in through discussions on topics related to
t echnol ogi cal issues, to discussions on howto date in
different cultures. Both the asynchronous e-class and the
synchronous (chat) sessions were very active. As nentioned
earlier, during the course of ny data generation, the two
nost used chat clients disappeared fromactive use in the
Internet. Wth the |oss of these two clients, and the
subsequent search for a replacenment, the community began to
beconme | ess active. While nobody in the comunity has an
answer as to why the sessions (as well as the e-cl ass)
becane | ess active, several suspect it was due to the | oss
of stability within the comunity. This suspicion is
supported by the fact that lately, after the community
sel ected a new hone at Tapped In, both the anmount of
activity in the chat sessions as well as the nunber of
postings to the e-class appear to be increasing again.

The student activity within the class translated into

an interest in participating in ny study. Wen | sent out
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my call for participants to be interviewed, | received seven
responses (six positive and one negative) fromthe
participants in Wi, and only two responses from students in
ot her VCES cl asses. The one negative response | received
was froma “student” (EFL teacher) who was researching the
use of chat roons in teaching EFL. In her response, she
i ndi cated she was willing to participate, but questioned
whet her she was the type of student | wanted to interview
since she was not in the class to |earn English but to | earn
how to use the technol ogy in her teaching.

As with everything else, there are negative aspects to
virtual classes such as WIl and wth virtual research. On
t he downsi de, virtual classes, unless they are sinple e-nai
and/ or text-based chat sessions generally require high-end
equi pnent. Al so, nost classes that are sinple asynchronous
di scussion lists, as is often the case, seldomlast for nore
than two or three nonths. Wen | was actively teaching for
VCES, the teachers constantly conpl ai ned about the |ack of
partici pation by nost students and the high dropout rate.
Most students in these cl asses appeared to be interested
only in receiving help on specific problens related to

assignnents they had in their regular classes or in



188

receiving help in witing reports and letters for their jobs.
Anot her downside is related to the type of chat roons
that are available. Unless the school is willing to charge
students for the classes and pay for the use of password
protected chat clients, decent private roons no | onger exi st
in the quantity previously available. In the case of free
cl asses such as W, the di sappearance of “private” roons at
sites such as The Pal ace neans that the class nust make use
of sites that are less than private. Wereas, before,
visitors had to be told specifically how to access the sites
bei ng used, in WII’s new hone, visitors and guests can drop
inat any time, and often do so quite by accident. Wile
this can be positive since many of these visitors later join
the class and contribute to the weekly sessions, they have
led to a change in the community nmake-up. There are now nore
communi ty nmenbers, including those who post in the e-class,
who are nore interested in online education than in | anguage
| earning. Wiile sone of the original students stil
participate, a shift seens to be occurring in the enphasis

from | anguage | earning to technol ogy and online educati on.
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Detai |l s of Fi ndings

Whil e nmuch of what | found in ny study appears on the
surface to be limted to free ESL/ EFL cl asses, there are six
general insights that can be drawn in relation to online
ESL/ EFL cl asses, buil ding | anguage | earning conmunities, and

in conducting virtual interviews.

Fi ndings Related to Virtual ESL/EFL d asses

1. Mul ti pl e neans of interaction are inportant in
virtual classes, but each student shoul d be
all owed to sel ect which nmeans of interaction
he/she will (or will not) use.
Al t hough the use of asynchronous conmunication (emnai
di scussion lists and bulletin boards) may be a vital part of
havi ng a successful online | anguage class, so also is
synchronous comuni cation (chat roons, MOGs, IMclients,
etc.). In carrying out virtual studies, Frank and Davie
(2001) indicate that chat is not very useful for in-depth
di scussi ons because the participants do not have tinme for
considering their answers. At the sane tinme, they also
suggest it is an excellent nmediumfor the social interaction
that is a requirenent of community formation. Further,

according to several researchers (see, for exanple, B

Mason, 1996, 1999; Warschauer, 1996a) students tend to
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produce nore in asynchronous conmuni cati on such as emai
than in a chat session. This is due to the anobunt of tine
the student is able to dedicate to his/her answer in each
medium For this reason, a nethod of asynchronous

comuni cation, either through an email discussion list or
through a bulletin board, is a necessary adjunct to any
successful online class.

In WIlI, the asynchronous portion of the class was the
e-class discussion list. Although the postings on this |ist
woul d vary in quantity, (sonetinmes being as active as five
or six messages a day and at other tinmes as slow as two or
t hree nmessages a week), the list was al ways an i nportant
part of the class. Towards the end of ny study, the
community al so incorporated a voice bulletin board for those
students who wanted to | eave an oral nessage and receive
feedback on it. This client is not used as nuch as either
the e-class or the chat sessions, probably due to the nature
of the bulletin board. As nentioned earlier (Chapter 1),
bulletin boards differ fromenmail in that the participant
must visit the bulletin board to receive any nessages while
the emai|l nessage is sent directly to hinfher.

The use of asynchronous conmuni cati on, however, is not

sufficient. M informants were unaninmous in their opinion
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that students need to know that they are conmunicating with
a real person, and not just a conputer program For this
reason, chat sessions or other neans of synchronous
interaction are inportant. The teachers at W found that
the use of chat aided in devel oping a sense of comunity.
Wi | e text-based chat clients are hel pful, they are not as
effective in building the necessary sense of conmunity as
are voi ce-based clients. Voice-based clients allow the
group nmenbers to hear what the others sound |ike and add an
extra dinmension to the chat session. |In a voice-based chat
room the data is no longer just text. Wth voice, the
partici pants can hear the tone of voice and other extra-
verbal cues that add so nuch to nmeaning. As in the
i nportance of chat clients in general, all of ny informants
were in agreenent on the inportance of hearing the other
person’s voice in devel oping a sense of trust and community.
The weekly chat sessions are only part of the
synchronous portion of the class. Another inportant part of
the class is found in the Instant Messaging (IM clients.
Since many nenbers live in time zones that do not permt
themto attend the weekly chat sessions, the IMclients
allow themto participate synchronously with nenbers of the

community who they find online and available for chatting.
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This multiplicity of nedia of interaction is one of the
mai n reasons that a virtual class becomes successful. O
course, nerely allowing for different means of interaction
and comuni cation is not enough. There nust be a conscious
effort made to integrate theminto a whole. Each nmedi um
shoul d support the others.

2. Change is an inevitable and necessary part of
virtual communities if they are to continue for
nore than a few nonths.

As nmentioned earlier, change is a necessary adjunct to
growh. Wthout it, the class is in danger of becom ng
static, in which case the nenbers often lose interest in
participating and eventually drop out. In the case of
virtual |anguage |earning conmunities, change usually occurs
in the prograns used, in the make-up of the community, or in
t he community goals.

Wth the di sappearance of two prinmary neeting pl aces
(The Pal ace and HearMe), WIl had to search for a new pl ace
to neet. Waile this took tinme, it allowed the community to
practice with different types of chat clients and decide if
they were of use to themor not. Wile the prograns the
community practiced with were sel dom of acceptable quality,
a hone was finally found in Tapped In with Yahoo! Messenger

as an acceptabl e voice conferencing space. But the change
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was nore than in a nove from The Pal ace to Tapped In and
from Hear Me to Yahoo! Messenger, it involved, also, a nove
froma private neeting place (The Pal ace) to a |l ess private
nmeeting place. Even when the group neets in one of the

of fices, visitors can, and do, drop by to see what is going
on.

There has al so been a change in the make-up of the
comunity. Oiginally, WII was a group of teachers and EFL
students who nmet for the purpose of inproving their |anguage
ability. Wiile this is still the core of the WII community,
its make-up has recently been changing to include nore
native speakers of English who are interested in online
education. Wile nost of these new community nenbers are
| anguage teachers, many of themare also interested in other
fields. This, in turn, is |leading toward a change is sone
of the goals of the group. Wile | anguage
| earni ng/i nprovenent is still the basic goal of the group, a
secondary goal of learning the technology of Tapped In is
al so devel oping. Further, there appears to be an attenpt on
the part of a few of the new nenbers to limt the “intuitive
controll ed chaos” that has characterized the conmunity

alnost fromits inception so as to allow for a nore
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structured cl ass-1ike environnment during the second hal f of
t he weekly chat session.

Further, students find interacting with people from
other parts of the world to be a val uable | earning
experience. For exanple, at a conference where several WI
students were present, sonebody asked what it was like to
talk to students from another part of the world, online.

Sonme of the students who were present gave the foll ow ng

answers. “Wonderful.” “W can transcend tinme and space.”
“The world is smaller.” *“Mraculous.” *“l have friends al
over the world.” But they also see it as an excellent

occasion to develop their English in a socially interactive
group while also | earning about new technol ogi es for
| anguage | ear ni ng.

3. Language | earning communities take a conscious
effort to devel op and mai ntain.

Al t hough virtual |anguage | earning communities are
possi bl e, they take a conscious effort to create and
mai ntain them As nentioned earlier, Blanchard (2000),
Frank and Davie (2001), and Miller (1999) identify four
conponents that communities usually share. These are a) a
sharing of some comnmon characteristic (i.e., location or

interest), b) interaction between/anong the nmenbers of the
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community, c) defined boundaries between inside and outside
whi ch | eads to the devel opnent of a common identity, and d)
menbers’ shared identification with and attachnent to this
community (i.e., a sense of community). Further, there
shoul d be sone equality anong the nenbers of the comunity.
Wil e there may be experts in | anguage | earning, and these
experts may be called teachers, there should be sone neans
by which both the teachers and the students communi cate as
equals. These are not characteristics that normally occur
spontaneously in a virtual ESL/EFL class as taught by VCES.
Since nost of these classes are still little nore than enai
di scussion lists or classes that offer tutoring, there is
little chance for these characteristics to develop. Even in
those classes that are offered in synchronous node, unless a
conscious effort is put into devel opi ng these
characteristics, they wll seldom occur of thenselves.

As was expl ai ned and described in the previous chapter,
community was devel oped in WIl through a four-step process.
First was the incorporation of a focus based on expl oring
different technol ogies for |anguage learning. Al nenbers
of the community were expected to be interested in
t echnol ogy based | anguage | earning (ot herw se they would

probably not be taking a virtual |anguage class). The next
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step was to encourage interaction. This interaction was
fostered by requiring all comunity nmenbers to participate
in either the synchronous (chat) sessions or the
asynchronous (email discussion list) e-class. The third
step was to develop a sense of trust. To build this sense
of trust everybody who joined the class was expected to send
an introduction and, if possible, a picture of thenselves
and their comunity. These were then placed on a class web
site where each nenber had his/her own page. Comrunity
menbers were encouraged to add to this page so that other
menbers could | earn about them The fourth step involved
sendi ng announcenents to the e-class whenever a community
menber had a birthday or other good news. This |last step

al so i ncluded announcenents and questi ons about natural

di sasters that occurred in the country of a group nmenber. In
t hat way, nenbers of the community were encouraged to think
about their classmates and consider themas part of a
comunity.

Anot her means of community buil ding used by the W
comunity is seen when group nenbers show a willingness to
contribute to each other’s projects and goals. One way in
whi ch that has shown itself is through community nmenbers

bei ng present at and actively contributing to online
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wor kshops and ot her presentations that sonetinmes occur.
VWhile it mght be expected that these workshops and
presentations were offered by the community teachers,
students in the group have al so presented conferences. In
t hese cases, not only did other students appear and show
their support, but the teachers also participated in the

present ati ons.

Fi ndings Related to Virtual Interviews

4. The cont ext-poor nedium of virtual interviews
requires that the interviewer conpensate by paying
nore attention to the text he/she receives.

The main nedia difference between virtual and face-to-
face interviews is directly related to the anmount of data
that the interview carries. |In face-to-face interview ng,

t he researcher gathers much of his information through non-
verbal cues such as body | anguage (gestures, posture, etc.)
and tone of voice. The researcher and the informant see
each other. Each can tell if the other is really interested
in what is being said. Each knows how the other is dressed
or sitting/standing. Further, each can see the expression

on the other’'s face, and can hear the tone of voice that the

ot her uses.
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None of these cues are available in the virtual
interview. The virtual interviewis conpletely text based.
Text only data can be seen in both a negative and a positive
light. For exanple, the |lack of non-verbal cues neans that
the interviewer does not have access to information such as
the informant’ s gestures or tone of voice. At the sane
time, since virtual studies are text-only, background data
on the community being studied is generally available. For
exanple, in this study, | was able to take advant age of
publicly avail abl e docunents regarding the history of WIl as
wel | as publicly available chat | ogs fromthe weekly chat
sessions. This allowed nme to make use of information |
received fromthese other sources in preparing ny interview
questions. | was also able to nake use of these sources
both in interpreting what nmy informants told nme and in
describing the community itself.

Because of the text-only quality of the virtual
interview, certain questions and conditions arise as
descri bed bel ow.

a. Has the informant finished answering the question?

This question specifically relates to the physical
aspect of answering the researcher’s question. 1In the face-

to-face interview, once the researcher asks a question the
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i nformant either begins answering it inmrediately, or
indicates in sone way (verbally or non-verbally) that he/she
is thinking over the appropriate response. Even when the

i nformant pauses in the mddle of an answer, there is

usual ly sonme type of cue (e.g., tone of voice or a gesture)
to indicate that he/she has not yet finished. 1In the
virtual interview, on the other hand, the researcher has to
wait while the informant types in his/her response. This
wait can cause the interviewer to start asking himherself
several questions. |Is the informant is answering the
guestion? |s he/she thinking about the answer? D d the

i nformant understand the question? |Is the informant a sl ow
typist? 1Is he/she still online? 1In the case of a slow
typist, this may be a long wait. But even after the
respondent replies, there is still the question of whether
or not this is the entire reply. In many chat and I M
clients (e.g., Honmestead, Yahoo! Messenger), sinply hitting
t he <ENTER> key (by accident or on purpose) causes the
nmessage to be sent to the chat roomor I Mcontact. |n other
progranms (e.g., 1CQ, the typist must actually press a send
key. Since nost of ny interviews took place using ICQ this

particul ar problemdid not occur.
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There are, however, other reasons an informant m ght
post part of an answer and then continue to answer the
guestion. One is to let the interviewer know that the
informant is answering the question. |If the informant is a
sl ow typist, for exanple, he/she m ght send an answer in
two, three, or even four parts. Another reason is the | ength
of the answer. Wen the informant is sending a | ong answer,
he/ she may break it into nore than one section either so the
interviewer can start reading the answer, or because it is
too long for the chat client’s buffer. Wile I1CQ for
exanple, has a fairly large buffer (in relation to other |IM
clients), a long answer may still overflow the buffer,
thereby erasing the first part of the answer. Further, an
i nformant may send part of an answer whil e considering what
el se he/she wants to say about the question.

An interviewer who does not take this into
consideration may interrupt the informant w thout realizing
it. On nore than one occasion, for exanple, | received the
continuation of an answer after asking a foll owup question.
This can lead to the informant either feeling rushed or
deciding to send only partial answers. One of ny informants
began to include phrases such as “nore” and “wait” at the

end of partial answers so | would know she was stil
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answering. At tinmes, she also included cues such as
“t hi nki ng” before answering the question.

b. What el se is the informant doing besi des answeri ng
the interview?

In the face-to-face interview, the researcher can see
what the informant is doing. Also, the researcher has
usual |y made arrangenents for the informant to be able to
pay attention to the interview by scheduling it at a tine or
pl ace in which interruptions should not occur. Seldom do
face-to-face interviews take place in conditions where the
informant is paying attention to other activities at the
sane tinme as answering the interview. The interview sel dom
takes place, for exanple, at a tinme and place where the
informant is also taking part in another conversation or
wat ching tel evision. This cannot be said about virtual
interviews. Since there is no way to see what the other
person is doing (unless the interview takes place wth a web
cam), the informant may actually be |listening to people
around hinf her, watching tel evision, eating, or working.
What is nore, the informant nmay actually be taking part in
nmore than one chat session at a tine. Although nost of ny
i nformants appeared to be paying attention to the interview,

one of themusually participated in interviews while
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preparing to go hone from her place of enploynent. There
were al so cases where an informant received tel ephone calls
while participating in the interview. In one case, however,
it was not the informant who was ot herwi se occupied. | had
accidentally scheduled two interviews at the sane tine and
did not realize it until both informants paged ne and told
me they were ready to have the interview. Fortunately, |IM
clients generally allow chats to take place in two or nore
wi ndows at the sane tine without any of the participants

realizing that one of themis involved in nore than one

session at the sanme tinme. 1In the previous chapter

(Controll ed Chaos), | described how this type of activity
occurs in alnost every weekly chat session. |If | had not
previously participated in the weekly chat sessions, | am

not sure | would have been able to successfully conplete
this particular interview

C. Since it is text only, there is a conplete record
of everything that was said.

In a face-to-face interview, the researcher/
interviewer has to keep a record of what is said, howit is
said, and what other (non-verbal) cues were al so invol ved.
While part of this (the verbal part) nmay be tape recorded,

the interviewer nmust still pay attention to whether or not
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the tape needs to be changed, or if the batteries are good.
He/ she nust al so pay attention to keeping notes on the non-
verbal parts of the interview. 1In a virtual interview, on
the other hand, there is a conplete record of what was said.
Since there are no non-verbal cues to be considered, the
interviewer can pay closer attention to what is said.
He/ she al so needs to make sure that his/her questions are
stated clearly, since the informant will not have non-verba
cues to hel p deci pher the question. At the same tine, while
the face-to-face interviewer wll have to transcribe his/her
notes and tapes, the virtual interviewer should format the
interview into an easily readable form Anyone who has seen
a raw chat log will realize that it is difficult to read
W thout prior formatting in a word processing program
5. Virtual interviews require attention to tine,
including the tine it takes to conduct the
interview, the tinme it takes to gain the trust of
community nenbers, and a consideration of what
time zones are involved in any interview
In a study that takes place in a virtual space, the
researcher needs to consider the tine that needs to be
dedi cated not only to learning the rules of the community,
but also to learning how to use the particul ar prograns and

chat clients used by the class. No two chat clients or

prograns are identical. Wile sonme clients may be nore
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simlar than others, it still takes at least a little tinme
to learn to use them A person who is used to Yahoo!
Messenger, for exanple, will find I1CQ quite different. Even
MSN Messenger will be sonewhat different. Wile the
researcher who knows one of these prograns will not need to
spend nmuch tinme learning to use any of the others, if the
client used in the community is vastly different, he/she may
have to spend nuch nore tinme |earning how to use it. For
exanpl e, a researcher who knows how to use I CQ nay need to
spend a | arge anount of tine learning to use a MX.

Further, in participating in a virtual class, the researcher
needs to know the different prograns used. WI used The

Pal ace, Honestead, and Hear Me. Each of these was different
fromthe others, and the commands used in one would often
interfere in one of the others. For exanple the function
key F4 in HearMe was used to talk. In The Pal ace, that sane
key was used to change the person’s avatar. Since W used
both of these environnments in nost weekly sessions, and
usually at the sanme tine, this interference was sonething
the participants had to learn to cope wwth. Once these two
clients disappeared, the community had to |l earn to use new

clients. A researcher who decides to study a class in which
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this condition exists nmust expect to spend a little tine
| earning to use the prograns.

O course, besides learning to use the specific
clients, if it is the first time the researcher has
participated in a chat room he/she may be scared off the
first fewtinmes. At the sanme tine, since the researcher also
needs to beconme famliar with the community norns and rul es,
the time spent learning the prograns (and getting used to
chat in general, if necessary) is usually also spent in
getting to know the community.

As nentioned above, the informant in a virtual
interview has to type his/her answer into the chat client
before the interviewer can receive it. This can take a
little time (if the informant is a fast typist or the answer
is short) or a longer time (if the informant is a slow
typist or the answer is long). But it is tinme that the
interviewer nmust take into consideration in planning his/her
interviews. An interviewthat would | ast one hour in a
face-to-face environnment can easily last ninety mnutes or
nmore in a virtual environnent.

O course, one aspect of tine that may appear self-
evident is also that aspect that is often overl ooked. The

world is divided into 24 tine zones. |f a researcher and
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informant in a face-to-face environment in New York Gty
make an appointnment for 3:00 P.M January 5, for exanple,
t hey both understand the tinme to be 3:00 P.M Eastern
Standard Tinme. 1In a virtual environnent, however, they
cannot take the time for granted. |If this sane researcher
is in New York and the informant is in Caracas, Venezuel a,
for exanple, the follow ng questions need to be answered.

3: 00 PM where? In New York? In Caracas? What tinme zone
is Caracas in? Is either of the sites using Sumer (Daylight
Savings) Tinme? |If the researcher does not answer these
guestions correctly, the interview m ght never take place.

A simlar problemdid occur in ny study. It took three
attenpts before we finally clarified the tine zone problem
In WII it is common for the participants to use Universa
Time (UT or GVIN. In that way, every nmenber in the
community can nmake an appoi ntnent with any ot her nenber
wi t hout worrying about specifying “My tinme or yours.” In
virtual interviews the researcher needs to keep this tinme
zone difference in mnd.

6. Since the nenbers of the community wll have a

wi de range of technol ogi cal equi pnent and
experience, the teacher (or researcher) needs to

adjust his/her plans to what is available to a
specific student. interviews.
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O her than audi o and video recorders, there are no
techni cal considerations in face-to-face interviews.
Virtual interviews, on the other hand, are generally high-
tech. They require the equi pnent, connections, and
knowl edge, to use the Internet. At a mininmum this neans a
conputer with a nodem an account with an Internet Service
Provider (1SP), and sone experience both in browsing the
Internet and in using chat roons. Virtual researchers
shoul d keep the followi ng online conditions in m nd.

a. Different nedia use different anmounts of
bandw dt h.

Bandwi dth is related to the amount of information that
can be sent/received in a particular situation. Stated
sinply, the closer the environnent cones to replicating a
face-to-face environnent, the nore bandwidth is needed to
carry the information. 1In the case of virtual interviews, a
text-only interview uses the | east anmount of bandw dth
After that, in ascending order, conmes voice, video with text
and video wth voice. The main condition that should be
considered in relation to bandwidth is the necessity to
mat ch the nmediumthe interviewer wishes to use with the
bandwi dt h that the informant has available. |If the

interviewer wi shes to use video with voice, but the
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i nformant has the bandwi dth for only text, the interview
will need to be carried out in text.

b. Connection speed varies with the tinme and the
anount of bandw dth bei ng consuned.

There is a saying that the Internet slows down
everypl ace el se after 8:00 on a California norning. This is
sinply a way of saying that as nore people connect, the
avai | abl e bandwi dth must be divided anong nore users. But a
conmput er connection can al so seem sl ow because conputer
resources are low |If a researcher has schedul ed an
interview during peak hours, the speed wth which he/she and
hi s/ her informant conmuni cate may be quite slow. This also
happens if the person is trying to run too nany prograns as
one tinme. |In one exanple that took place during a regular
Wl chat session, two of the nenbers decided to use their
web cans whil e al so communi cating in voice chat and taking
part in a text chat at Tapped In. Wwen | tried to view the
two web cam vi deos, the voi ces becane choppy, one of the
vi deos froze and the other becane jerky, and text in the
Tapped I n session began to take several seconds to appear in
the screen. Finally, ny conputer froze and had to be

restarted. This appeared to be a case of systemresources
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being used up. This is a condition that should be taken
i nto consideration when planning any virtual interview.

C. | nt ernet connections may di sappear for what
appears to be for no reason at all.

A third problemthat needs to be taken into
consideration is the possibility of either the interviewer

or the informant being disconnected fromthe Internet.

During two interviews, | lost my connection several tines
during the course of the interview. |In many chat clients, a
| oss of connection will enpty the buffer, thereby causing a

| oss of data. One reason | preferred using | CQ for nobst
interviews was that all sessions with a particul ar informnt
was saved in chronol ogical order. Al | had to do was open
the history folder and the data was there.

Rel ated to this problemis the inability for either the
interviewer or the informant to connect to the Internet.
The few tinmes this occurred during ny study, it neant using
emai | to reschedul e the interview

d. Sonetines a particular chat client is unavail able.

Rel ated to the above problens is the inability of
either the researcher or the informant to connect to a
specific chat client. This inability to use a particular

client may be due to equi pnent problens, due to the chat
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client’s server being shut down for naintenance, or due to
the client being blocked by the researcher’s or informant’s
server. The one time this occurred during ny study, | was
fortunate to have made plans to use an alternate chat

client, so ny informant and | were still able to connect and
have our interview session. This supports the old rule to

al ways have a back-up pl an.

Recomendat i ons

The virtual ESL/EFL cl assroom appears to be gaining
ground. Al though Coghl an (personal comunication) nentioned
that the researchers he has read all indicate that ESL/EFL
students prefer dual node (face-to-face classes with an
online portion), virtual ESL/EFL cl asses are appearing not
only in free |l anguage schools and cl asses such as VCES and
WIl, but also in universities around the world. Admttedly,
nost of the university sponsored virtual ESL/EFL cl asses
requi re physical contact at sonme point (an orientation
nmeeting, for exanple), enough virtual classes are appearing
to make research into this type of community a nore comon
experience than it was previously.

At the sane tinme, nore researchers are carrying out

virtual research studies, especially in the area of virtua
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communities. For this reason, it is inportant to see what
probl ens these researchers mght face and to give
recommendati ons on how they m ght be net.

The followi ng are specific recommendati ons for virtual
ESL/ EFL teachers and students as well as for virtual
researchers. | have divided these recomendations into
t hree groups dependi ng on whether they are specific to the
virtual classroom or virtual nethodology, or if they apply

to both the virtual classroomand virtual nethodol ogy.

GCeneral Recommendations for Virtual ESL/EFL d asses and

Virtual Interviews

Have a Back-up Pl an

Teachers nust not assune that the virtual classroom
will always work. Numerous technical problens can, and
occasionally wll, occur w thout warning, thereby causing
the class to hang up for the day. The sane is true of
virtual interviews. Technical problens can cause an
interview to either be cut short or cancelled altogether.
For this reason, back-up plans are indispensable in both
t eachi ng and research.

| magi ne planning for a class in which you wll use an

over head transparency projector, but when you arrive in the



212

cl assroom you find that the projector is not working. 1In
such a case, you can use the chal kboard or sone ot her | ower-
tech means of giving your class. |If sonething simlar
happens in a virtual ESL/EFL class (you' ve prepared
Power Poi nt slides and placed them on a WAV page, but the
students cannot access that page) however, it takes much
nore tinme to change to another form of presentation. This
shoul d be considered and planned for fromthe beginning.
One way m ght be to put the presentation on nore than one
site; another mght be to have a text-only presentation al so
avai l able. But, without a back-up plan, the class may have
to be cancelled for the day.

| magi ne, also, that you get to your class only to find
your room | ocked, and nobody knows where the key is. A
simlar occurrence often occurs in a virtual class when a
specific site where the class normally neets is unavail abl e.
This can occur for a variety of reasons including (but not
l[imted to) the server being down for maintenance, bandw dth
probl ens (too many people trying to access the site at the
sane tine), or the site may have been bl ocked for sone
reason. It is inportant, therefore, for the teacher and
students to have (and know about) at | east one additional

site they can access for the class.
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In virtual interviews, it is often common to find that
the site or program being used is unavailable (or that one
or the other person cannot connect to the internet). In
this case, the researcher should have nade arrangenents with
the informant on additional sites to nmeet, or to neet at
another tinme. |In sone cases, it may even be useful to plan
for an asynchronous (email) session to take the place of the

session that had to be cancelled due to technical problens.

Establi sh Ground Rules at the Start

One problemin both classes and research is when the
teacher (researcher) and the student (informant) make up the
rules as they go along. By establishing ground rules before
begi nning either the class or the research project, both
parties can dedicate nore tinme to the task at hand w t hout
worryi ng about what rule would cover it. For exanple, in a
class, is the student expected to remain on-topic, or is it
perm ssible to change topics at will? How long will each
class session last? In an interviewthere are simlar
guestions that need to be addressed. How many interviews
will there be? How long will each interview last? What
node of interviewing will be used (voice, text, video, a

m xture of all three)? WII the interview be fornal
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(question and answer format) or informal (conversation
format)? Answering these questions at the beginning wll

all ow both participants to know what to expect.

Al low Sufficient Tine

As nentioned above, tine is a very inportant part of
any virtual class or research study. Students and teachers
(as well as informants and researchers) need sufficient tine
to get to know each other. But they also need tinme to get
to know the prograns being used in the class or study.
Wil e many people may feel that a virtual class or study is
easier or takes less tine, they are really nuch nore tine
consunmi ng than m ght be expect ed.

By allowi ng sufficient time for everybody to be
confortable with the class or study, both the class and the
research project can be nore useful and interesting to al

i nvol ved.

Take Tine Zone Differences into Consideration

VWhile this may appear to be self-evident, many teachers
and researchers seemto forget that it is a different tine
at different places in the world. By keeping this in m nd,

both the teacher and the researcher can nake plans to use
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this in their favor. 1In the case of WIl, this problemis
handl ed by using GMI' as the basis for tine, making active
participation in the chat sessions optional, and

i ncorporating the use of I Msoftware for one-to-one sessions
anong students (and teachers) who are on-line at the sane
time. Sonmething simlar can often be included in many
classes. Further, the tine difference needs also to be
taken into consideration in planning virtual interviews. It
makes little sense to plan for a 3:30 p.m interview, for
exanple, if it nmeans one of the two participants wll either

be worki ng or asl eep.

Recommendations for O fering Online ESL/EFL O asses

Provide for Miultiple Means of Participation, but Mke
Specific Means of Participation Optional

Time zones will often result in sone students al ways
being unable to participate at a particular hour. This
probl em can be countered By planning for both synchronous
and asynchronous participation. However, if students are
required to participate in both nodes, the problem can
actual ly be conpounded, and students nmay find thensel ves
dreading the class. Unless there is a |arge anmount of noney

i nvol ved, those students who find participation onerous wl|
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tend to drop out of the class. By allow ng students to
participate in either node (although preferably in both),
however, they class can becone an enjoyabl e experience in
whi ch students are eager to partici pate.

WI'l arranged for this tinme zone problem by nmaking the
e-cl ass (asynchronous) portion of the class the node that
decided if a students was really in the class or not. Since
t he synchronous portion is so inportant, however, the
teachers al so encourage those students who are unable to
attend the chat sessions to communi cate using | M prograns

and by reading (and commenting on) the weekly chat | ogs.

Provide a Means for Students (and Teachers) to Get to Know
Each O her

When a course is offered conpletely on-line to people
in all parts of the world, face-to-face neetings becone
difficult, or even inpossible. Allow sonme neans for the
students to get to know each other. One way to allow for
themto get to know each other is by encouraging themto
hol d i ndi vidual chat sessions outside of class tinme. It is
al so possible to design witing assignnents (to be posted to
the class discussion area) in which the students descri be

sonet hi ng about thenselves or the culture they live in. The
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use of voice chat and video is another way to all ow students
to get to know each other. Hearing a voice or seeing a
video of a classmate can go far in allow ng students to
realize that the person he/she is talking tois really a
person and not just the computer. Finally, consider placing
pi ctures on a web page. Like participation in the chat

sessi ons, however, this should be done on a voluntary basis,
where students who want to can send in their pictures for

the teacher to place on the page.

Recommendati ons for Conducting Virtual |Interviews

Provide Extra Tinme for the Interviews

As nentioned earlier, the informant in a virtual
interview has to type his/her answer into the chat client
before the interviewer can receive it. This can take a
little time (if the informant is a fast typist or the answer
is short) or a longer time (if the informant is a slow
typist or the answer is long). But it is tine that the
interviewer nmust take into consideration in planning his/her
interviews. An interviewthat would | ast one hour in a
face-to-face environnment can easily last ninety mnutes or

nmore in a virtual environment.
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Consider Using Email as an Interview Techni gue

As nentioned earlier, B. Mason (1996, 1999), Slater
(message on Virtual Interviews posted to the Virtual Methods
di scussion list, 27 Feb 2000), Waern (nessage on Virtual
I nterviews posted to the Virtual Methods discussion list, 27
Feb 2000), and Warschauer (1996a) all point out that people
tend to wite nore in asynchronous conmunications than in
chat roons. Further, as Waern points out, chat roons are
not the nost interview friendly places that exist.

Judi ci ous use of e-mail, at least for follow up questions
and as a back-up plan in case the chat room becones

unavail able, can go a long way to allowing an interviewer to
gather the data he/she requires. At the sane tinme, these
shoul d be used judiciously since, as B. Mason (1996, 1999)
points out, emil interviews have the danger of |eading to
i nformati on overl oad due to the nunber of enail nessages

bei ng received.

Possibilities for Future Research
Anmong the many possibilities for future research in
this area, | point out four studies that |I find of

particul ar interest.
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Al t hough this study is based specifically on the

devel opment of a community froman ESL/EFL class, it does
not consider either how the student |earns the | anguage
Wi thin the community nor how well a student inproves his/her
English. Therefore, one study |I find of particular interest
woul d focus on how students learn in a virtual |anguage
| earning community. This study could easily be carried out
through interviews with students in which they describe how
they participate in the community, especially in the
relation to how they answer assignnents and prepare for
participation. It mght also be helpful to interviewthe
t eachers about how the students in general participate and
answer assignnents. Related to that is a second possible
study that evaluates the | earning outconmes of ESL/EFL
students in virtual |anguage |earning communities. This
could be carried out through an analysis of the student’s
wor k (both assignnents and chat room partici pation) and
i nprovenent over a period of tine.

Two ot her possible studies would anal yze these sane
area in both virtual |anguage classes that are offered in a
nore traditional manner. My study specifically describes a
community in which students do not have a series of |essons

to be learned with evaluation activities that are carried
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out. How woul d students participate in a class that
i ncluded these elenents? Related to this would be a study
in a virtual |anguage class as offered by an institution of

hi gher (tertiary) education.

Herdi ng Cats

Throughout ny participation in WIl, the coordinating
teacher, Stonners, kept saying that online classes,
especially Wi, are a lot like herding cats. Anybody who
has ever owned cats knows how i ndependent they are. Cats
have a mind of their owmn. Try to nake two or nore cats go
where you want them and you will find they each go their
separate way, no matter what you do. | found this to be the
perfect nmetaphor for understanding what goes on in this
cl ass/community. Students (and teachers) insisted on opening
their own topics, changing topics, switching chat clients,
and in general doing their own thing. | would like to
express ny appreciation of Stonners for allowing ne to use
his termas ny netaphor.

| also wish to thank Cenevi eve, another researcher who
takes part in the Tappedln MOO environnment for perm ssion to

use “controlled chaos” as ny title for chapter 4. She is
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studying online interaction and uses this termto describe
how people interact in chat and MOO environnents.

Bot h controll ed chaos and herding cats are very
descriptive of the WIl community. The classes are
definitely chaotic (although the nmenbers are able to
navi gate through this chaos as though it nmade plain sense).
But just |like cats, the students (and teachers) are
i ndependent, self-confident people, who cannot be herded.
They are not sheep or cows that will follow the directions
of a leader. This freedom of thought and action is, in ny

opi nion, the community’s greatest strength.
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APPENDI X A: | NTERNET RESOURCES

Belowis a list of Internet resources that are either
mentioned in the text or may be of interest to online
ESL/ EFL teachers and/or virtual researchers.

Web Pages
These Wrld Wde Wb sites may be useful for ESL/EFL
teachers who wish to incorporate the Internet into their
cl asses.

Dave’ s ESL Cafe
http://ww. esl caf e. com

The Online ESL Pal ace
http://ww. esl pal ace. net

Randal | 's ESL Cyber Listening Lab
http://ww. esl -1 ab. com

The Tower of English
http://ww.t ower of engl i sh. com

Web Enhanced Language Learni ng (VELL)
http://ww. wel | . ac. uk

The following World Wde Wb sites offer virtual ESL/EFL
cl asses.

EF EnglishTown
http://ww. engl i sht own. com
English For the Internet (EFI)
http://ww. study. com
Engl i shLear ner. com
http://ww. engl i shl earner.com
PeakEngl i sh. com
http://ww. peakengl i sh. com

Email Distribution Lists
The followi ng email distribution (or discussion) lists are
for teachers who are interested in interacting with other
teachers in the specific areas to which the lists are
dedi cat ed.

NETEACH- L
A discussion |list for ESL/EFL educators that have
incorporated the Internet into their classes
To subscribe, send the foll owi ng nessage to:
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| i st proc@kans. edu

sub neteach-|l <your nane>

Do not include anything in the subject space.
Substitute your nane (wthout the angle brackets (<>))
where it says “<your nanme>"

TESLCA- L
A discussion list for ESL/EFL teachers who are
interested in Conputer Assisted Language Lear ni ng.
Bef ore subscribing to this list, you nust first
subscri be to TESL-L.
To subscribe, send the foll ow ng nessage to:
listserv@unyvm cuny. edu
sub tesl-I <your nane>
sub teslca-l1 <your nane>
Do not include anything in the subject space.
Substitute your name (w thout the angle brackets (<>))
where it says “<your nanme>"

The followng four lists belong to the JISCrail system (the
site that maintains nost educational email distribution
lists in the United Kingdom. Most public JISCmail lists
have open archives (you can read nessages w t hout
subscribing to the list). To access the archives, go to the
i st honepage (instructions bel ow).

DI STANCELEARN- LANG
A discussion |list for educators interested in distance
| anguage | ear ni ng.
Subscription information i s bel ow

TEACHI NG- ON- LI NE
A discussion list for educators interested in online
t eachi ng.
Subscription information is bel ow

VI RTUAL- METHODS
A discussion list for educators interested in online
resear ch.
Subscription information is bel ow

VELL (VWEB ENHANCED LANGUAGE LEARNI NG
A discussion list for |anguage educators interested in
using the Internet in the classroom
Subscription information is bel ow
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Subscription information for the previous four |ists:
1. Go to the JISChail hone page.

(http://ww. jiscmail.ac. uk)

2. Cick onthe first letter of the |list nane.

3. Scroll down the resulting page until you find the
list.

4. dick on the list nane.

5. Select “subscribe” to the list.

6. Fill inthe required information and submt the
form

To view the archives, step 5 would be to select the
nmonth that interests you.

Language MOOs
Li nguaMOO
Language teachers
http://ww. | i ngua. udal | as. edu: 7000

MOOEF r ancai s
Students and teachers of French
tel net// noo. syr.edu 7777

MundoHi spano
Students and teachers of Spanish
http://web/syr/edu/ ~l nt urbee/ mundo. ht n

schMOOze Uni versity
Students and teachers of ESL/EFL
http://schnmoose. hunter. cuny. edu: 8888

Tappedl n
Free office space and MXO environnent for educators
http://ww. tappedin.org



241
APPENDI X B: | NTERVI EW PROTOCOL

| used the follow ng interview protocol as the basis for
developing ny interviews. Wile | asked all ny informants
nost of these questions, | sonetines elimnated a question
due to either the informant volunteering the information
before | asked, or because the answer to a previous question
either contained or inplied the answer to the next one.

al so added questions based on an informant’s answers.

Background I nformation

1. Please tell ne alittle bit about yourself and how you

became i nvolved in WII.

How | ong have you been studyi ng English?

How | ong have you been taking English courses on the

| nt er net ?

4. Way did you decide to study English using the Internet
i nstead of another nmeans of distance learning or in a
traditional classroon?

W

5. Have you taken other Internet based courses? (Foll ow
up: What were they?)
6. Do you participate in other online classes or groups?

If yes, howis WII simlar to or different fromthe
ot her cl ass?

7. Do you take any other English courses (not through the
Internet)? What are they? How does the course you are
taking on the Internet supplenent the other English
courses you are taking?

8. How did you find out about WI?

9. How do you access WI ?

10. \Were do you typically access WII?

11. Considering your experience in this class, would you
t ake anot her Internet based course?

The WII C ass

12. How woul d you descri be WI to sonmeone who knows not hi ng
about the Internet?

13. What do you think is the purpose of WII?

14. \What purpose does WIl serve for you?

15. What do you do in WII?

16. \What happens in WIl? If you had to describe to soneone
what happens in Wi, how would you do so?

17. 1If you had to conpare WII to soneplace or sonmething in
the real world, what would it be?



18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.
25.

26.
27.
28.

29.

30.

31.

32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

37.
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Describe the activities the course includes. Wich ones
do you feel are nost inportant? Wiy?

Descri be what you think are the positive (negative)
aspects of your class.

Communi cation with O her Menbers
Descri be the type of communi cation that exists anong
the nenbers of the class. How does this comunication
t ake pl ace?
Descri be what happened the first tine you joined this
cl ass? Did anybody do anything in particul ar that
hel ped you to feel welcone? What was it?
How do you form an i npression of soneone when they
first join W ?
How do you get to know ot her people in the group? How
did you get to know people when you first started?

Participation in the C ass
Descri be what you do in a normal class session.
Descri be your participation in the class. (Wat does
your participation consist of?) How do you participate?
How O'ten? How | ong have you been participating?
How do you deci de how or when to partici pate?
How do you deci de what assignnents to answer?
Descri be what you do when you answer one of the
assi gnnment s.
s there a particul ar assignnment you found very
interesting? Can you tell me about it? What happened?
What class activity do you feel is the nost inportant
for you in learning English. The text chat? Voice chat?
The Pal ace? Assignnents? Student Wb Pages? Sonet hi ng
el se?
What is inportant to you about the class?

Wl as Community
Does WIl feel like a community to you? Wiy/ Wiy not ?
What does the word “comrmunity” nmean to you?
Can you describe what you think is a virtual conmmunity?
Do you think WII is a comunity?
How i nportant is being able to put a face or voice to
ot her WI ?
Do you think trust anong the nenbers is inportant?
Why(not)? Describe how WII fosters or devel ops trust
anong its nenbers.
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38. Do you feel that the other nenbers of this class are
friends of yours? Wy?

39. The first tinme you joined the WII class, did anybody do
anything in particular that helped you to feel welconme?
(I'f so, what was it?)



