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1. Practical context
The students involved in this research are highly educated, work in high-powered jobs and live in a
cosmopolitan city (São Paulo). They are young adults in the intermediate to upper-intermediate levels
(CEFR B1-B2), and have had a significant amount of experience as learners of a foreign language in
reputable institutions in Brazil, e.g. Associação Alumni, Associação Cultura Inglesa and the
University of São Paulo, and abroad, e.g. Malvern House in London, PGIC Vancouver and some
other schools in the USA. The lessons are in-company, but the students usually come from different
departments within the company, and do not normally know each other. They buy their course
independently and directly from the school, and do not have to report their results to the company.
This means they have chosen to study at our institution without any apparent pressure from their
employer.
The course comprises 34 lessons of 1h20, with students meeting twice a week for about 4 to 5
months. We follow coursebooks available in the market, from publishers such as CENGAGE, Oxford
and Cambridge University Press. A computer and data projector is available in every room.
Assessment consists of online quizzes in the first and third months of the course, and a written test in
the second and fourth months, plus an oral presentation at the end of the term.
Considering Hockly’s (2015:232) definition of digital literacy as “the technical skills and social
practices needed to effectively interact with digital technologies”, I believe these learners are highly
digitally literate. Curiously, considering the topic of this research, about half of them work in the IT
department of their company. When asked if they are enthusiastic about technology and computers in
general, their answers varied from “I’m not so enthusiastic but I accept it as a way to make my life
easier” to “technology is everything in my life” and “it’s my job!”, with a total of 80% of the students
expressing approval of it.
Regarding their language learning needs and wants, they say fluency and accuracy are their goals,
with speaking and writing being the most important skills to be developed, considering their
professional needs, e.g. business presentations, writing reports, etc. They also worry about grammar,
saying they can tell when something they say or write is wrong, but they don’t really know why typical behaviour of learners in the intermediate level, in my experience.

2. Overall aims of research
My aim was to investigate my students' perceptions of what type of course activities done online
helped them most in their learning, so that I might use this information to suggest improvements to
the Online Component of the course. These results may also help me to be better able to integrate the
activities done in class and the ones online, which might make learners more motivated to use the
resources available.
Rather than hypothesis-testing, I believe I am hypothesis-generating. With my research, I would like
to find answers to these questions: what do my students really do while working with the
asynchronous online element of our course? What helps them most? Can they explain why and how it
helps them? Can this information help other learners and teachers?

3. Background reading
According to Sharma (2016:33) blended learning combines “the positives of classroom teaching with
the advantages of online learning, considered to be studying at your own pace, at a place of your
choice; and ‘differentiation’ – using the platform as a way of delivering personalized, individual
learning”. Along similar lines, Hockly (2010:6) argues that “combining online elements with f2f
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elements means that learners do even better than in purely f2f learning”.
There is growing support for the claim that technology by itself will not do the job. Blake’s views rest
on the assumption that “...no particular technology is superior to any other tool; it’s all in the way the
activities are implemented so as to engage and foster the student’s own sense of agency”. (2013:XIV)
Hockly (2011:2) puts forward the claim that “bad teaching with technology is still bad teaching”.
Arguably, having access to technology is not enough. It has to be integrated wisely, so it complements
the work done in class.
In an OECD study, Hattie and Yates are quoted as having reported “stronger effects when computers
were supplementing traditional teaching, rather than seen as its alternative”. According to these
authors, “positive effects were achieved in interventions that followed the same principles of learning
that apply for traditional teaching as well: computers were particularly effective when used to extend
study time and practice” (Hattie and Yates 2013 quoted in OECD 2015:163). This seems to be a
characteristic of the material provided by my institution, which seems to follow the work done in class
seamlessly, as a real extension and consolidation.
King (2016:7) makes the case for deeper learning as a positive outcome of blended learning, for it
affords learners the opportunity to “watch a video or listen to an audio text as many times as possible
without feeling inadequate”, or to read a text quickly to get the gist “without feeling rushed” or, on the
contrary, take one's time to reflect on a text “without feeling slow”.
Means et.al. (2013:36), on the other hand, propound the view that the positive results of blended
learning may arise not just from the blending of online and offline elements, but from “different kinds
of learning activities” and the fact that blended learning tends to “involve more learning time,
additional instructional resources, and course elements that encourage interactions among learners”.
Drysdale et.al. (2013:13) claim that learners prefer blended classes to traditional face-to-face ones,
citing a survey of 163 undergraduate students whose most common reasons included “the ability to
complete coursework at their own convenience, the increased time for other activities … and the
freedom that goes along with hybrid classes” (Olson 2003 quoted in Drysdale et.al. 2013:13).
Tomlinson (2013:221) puts forward the view that learners in General English classes do not usually
“get enough exposure to the language in use and ... do not get enough opportunities to communicate
nor to make discoveries about the language for themselves”. In his words, “only those learners with
the motivation and opportunities to seek language experience outside the classroom manage to
actually acquire communicative competence in the target language”. The author argues that blended
learning courses are one solution to this problem, especially if “they follow up work done face-to-face
in order to provide online opportunities for exposure, discovery and use”. Tomlinson also says that
“such experiences can help the General English student to become less dependent on teachers and
more self-reliant both during the course and in subsequent language learning experiences”.
Regarding learners’ satisfaction with blended learning systems, Chen et.al. (2016:1670) develop the
claim that a critical factor is ease of use. Their argument is that a system’s ease of use encourages
learners “to devote their attention to learning the content” instead of having to make an effort to
understand how the system works.

4. Methodology
I have followed a synthetic approach (which aims to capture the whole phenomenon) rather than an
analytic one (which focuses on an aspect of the phenomenon), with a holistic perspective and heuristic
(descriptive) objectives (Seliger and Shohamy 1989:27). The small size of the subject population (25
students) might increase the effect of individual variability.
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With a view to selecting the questions of the questionnaire (which I have used for internal validity and
retrievability), informal interviews were conducted throughout the course, in which my students
answered general questions about the topic in question, and some other questions that arose from my
reading on the subject. I took advantage of every opportunity I had to collect information: just before
assigning homework, when we were discussing technology or a related topic, when checking
homework assigned, just before or after a test or quiz, etc… My objective when asking these
questions was to get them to relate the Online Component to the activities at hand, e.g. “How can the
Online Component help you with this task? Have you used it before with this purpose in mind? Did it
help you then? How?” Afterwards, I would take notes of the students’ comments on a notebook or on
my phone, or I would sometimes record the interview on my phone.
The questionnaire (appendix 1) covered topics such as how long and where they had studied English,
if they were enthusiastic about technology and computers, what resources they used outside of class
for practice (besides the institution’s self-study Online Component), what they relied on for support if
they needed help with the activities in the Online Component, what parts of the Online Component
they preferred (Homework assigned? Consolidation activities?), what could be added or changed and
if they felt the level of challenge was adequate.
Due to the fact that questionnaires “involve a somewhat superficial and relatively brief engagement
with the topic on the part of the respondent” (Dornyei 2007:105), I had them printed and the students
were asked to fill them in in class, so that they would be able to discuss the questions and come up
with more ideas as a group, consequently spending more time with it.
Initially, I also intended to use the WhatsApp mobile app and Facebook as tools for collecting data for
the project, but as I work inside banks, I was not able to access the Internet in the classroom - security
is a major concern. I had to rely on screenshots of the material being worked on (appendix 2) to refer
to it while in class. Looking for an alternative, I also tried unsuccessfully to get students to use their
mobile phones or tablets in class, but they either seemed reluctant to spend the data of their mobile
plan or the network signal was too weak and therefore the Internet browsing too slow. Thus, I came to
the conclusion that I could not rely on using the web in class, either for our regular lessons or for the
research project.

5. Findings and discussion
The majority of the students in this study are young professionals in their early thirties, and they are
evenly divided gender-wise. Considering their profile (busy professionals, under stress at work,
without much time for course-related work outside of class), I was pleasantly surprised by how much
of what was proposed as homework in the Online Component they actually completed (appendix 3).
On average, students spent a total of 6 hours online, with some having spent a total of almost 20 hours
using the Online Component within the semester we were together.
Students reported that the online component provides great support when they have to be absent, by
showing the content of any given lesson (course-book pages), including the audio files for the
listening activities done in the class and the homework assigned.
Considering their answers to the questionnaire, most students agree that recent developments in
technology have made it easier to practice their English outside of class, and their most frequent
activities are watching movies and series with or without subtitles and doing the homework assigned
in the course, including the Online Component, though some complained about the fact that the
Online Component was still only available as a website, as it had not yet been made into an app. Some
students also mentioned they made use of apps such as Duolingo and English Live, a podcast
(https://www.allearsenglish.com/) TED videos, ITNews (http://www.itnews.com/) and a BBC app
(not specified).
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Virtually all the students rely on the Google Translate tool for help when doing the activities on the
Online Component, which probably means that our self-study tool could perhaps do with a bit more of
just-in-time support, i.e. “the explanation or information not only that they need but also when they
need it, as often as they need it and in context” (King 2016:6). For example: some learners mentioned
in the questionnaire that they missed a sort of “grammar reference box” within the activities
themselves. Most learners also rely on their course-books for help, and some of them will consult an
English-English or English-Portuguese dictionary. One student mentioned the Linguee site
(http://www.linguee.com/) as an alternative for help.
In their comments on the similarities and differences between the work done in class and the work
done at home via the Online Component, here are some points the learners made:
1. “the f2f part is still the most important part because it represents real communication; the
online part is just consolidation”
2. “the class work is more productive, as there is more interaction, and things seem more real”
3. “the class work is like an overview of what has to be studied in more depth at home”
4. “it is easier to understand when the teacher explains it in the classroom”
5. “there is more conversation in class”
6. “in class we get guidance, culture, explanations, and online we can improve and consolidate
what was seen in class”
7. “the Online Component is especially useful when we miss classes”
8. “the Online Component is an extension of the class”
9. “at home it is easier to research and focus on our weaknesses”
Overall, the Online Component activities they reported having enjoyed the most were:
1. “fill in the blanks” (4x) - cloze texts dealing with lexis and grammar
2. “the ‘missed class’ (2x) and ‘homework’ sections” (3x) - which showed what had been
covered in class, in case they had been absent
3. “listening” (5x)
4. “grammar” (3x)
5. the “consolidation” section (9x)
The substitution drill, part of the consolidation section, in which students can record their voices and
compare them to a model, was also a popular activity, though not their favourite. Here are some of
their comments:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

“it’s not easy to use”
“we should be able to record our voices more than once”
“the sentences are too long”
“the user should be able to control the time allowed for the recording”
“I cannot use it on my phone”
“it’s too fast”
“not really practical – they are just phrases that do not develop my listening”
“it requires a microphone, which I do not have”
“I cannot make it work on my Mac” (2x)
“I don’t feel comfortable using it, it’s so strange the dynamic (sic) and I don’t like to listen to
my voice”

The students found that Reading and Writing were the skills emphasized overall in the activities in the
Online Component.
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When asked to suggest changes or features to be included in the Online Component, these are some of
their ideas:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

a chatbot
videos related to the lessons
recommendations of books for their level
turn it into an app
teachers could start an activity in class and have students finish it at home (flipping it?)
all the material could be in just one place, and it could be easier to find things (content is
currently organised in lessons following the days of classes, i.e. “Day 1”, “Day 2”, not
“Present Perfect” or “Articles”)
7. fill-in-the-blank activities should not have gaps of different sizes, which are an indication of
what word is needed, i.e. small gap = small word, big gap = long word
8. conference calls among students and teachers at set times
In general, the level of challenge was considered to be adequate, and they reported that there was
enough instruction given in class for the Online Component tasks.
Students were asked if the activities in the Online Component should be made compulsory and
graded, and only a third of the group responded affirmatively.

6. Conclusions and recommendations
The students really do value the self-study online resource provided by their school, even with all the
flaws outlined by them in the questionnaire. Nonetheless, it seems to me that one cannot ignore the
technological gap between the Online Component and the competition, i.e. the apps, games and
software one may assume our clientele have contact with regularly. For them, the stark differences
between the games and apps they use and the Online Component are apparent. If we are to provide
such a tool to our clients, it is of the utmost importance that we make use of state-of-the-art software
design, though we have to keep in mind that “such decisions should be pedagogy-led rather than
technology-led” (McCarthy 2016:3). Given their comments and suggestions above, one wonders how
much progress would be made if the students themselves were asked to contribute to the development
of these tools, both in terms of ideas and design.
Analysing some of my students’ comments, I can say that some of them yearn for agency, which is
part and parcel of their regular user-generated content online experience, and they seem to feel a lack
of learner-content interaction, for instance when they ask for more control over the tasks: “the user
should be able to control the length of time allowed for the recording…”
The importance of clear, thorough, frequent and engaging f2f instruction is clear, and I especially
liked the comment a student made that he or she feels that the class work gives them “just an
overview”, and that when they go online, they can consolidate and go further.
The amount of technology available nowadays is astounding, yet it is not always reliable. We still
sometimes struggle to send a file over the network on our mobile devices, WI-FI is not 100%
dependable, and not all learners have embraced technology or are willing to use it in class. A former
tutor of mine used to say that “teaching” means “anticipating problems”, and if something goes wrong
in our everyday practice when using technology, it usually compromises the entire activity and
learners end up feeling quite frustrated.
Cambridge University Press (2016:2) conducted some action research in which they asked teachers to
contribute answering, among others, the question “What will be important in Adult ELT in five years’
time?” Not surprisingly, of the 11 ideas that came up in the research, 6 refer to technology or digital
content, and they are as follows:
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•

Personalised / customised learning … and not just digital!

•

Effective co-existence of digital and traditional – creating a solution that is simple and works

•

Cost-effective digital tools for institutions

•

Content that is suitable for mobile-based learning

•

Communicative digital (LMS) activities, such as games and forums

•

Optional digital content

I believe most of these ideas also came up in the interviews and the questionnaire I conducted, or were
found in the literature I analysed, providing confirmatory evidence that further research is needed.
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