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Abstract Empirical research has shown that applying authentic tasks can create
a collaborative learning environment for learners, which enables them to engage
in meaningful language exchanges that promote their second language acquisition.
Although new technologies make collaboration among learners possible in virtual
classrooms, few studies have investigated task design in multimodal learning envi-
ronments or its influence on learners’ interaction and collaborative language learning.
To fill the gap, this study was carried out to explore the best practice by applying a
task-based language teaching approach via a web conferencing-based online Chinese
class. The purpose of the current research was to answer the following questions: (1)
How do communicative tasks stimulate learners’ collaboration and interaction in an
online Chinese language class?, (2) What are learners’ perceptions of the task design
in the web-conferencing-based multimodal learning environment?, and (3) What
are the impacts of technology-mediated task-based language teaching on learners’
learning experience? In this study, 16 university beginner learners of Chinese partic-
ipated in this two-stage project. Data were collected through post-session surveys,
in-depth interviews, and web conferencing archive recordings. The results confirmed
that the designed communicative tasks showed great pedagogical value in facilitating
learners’ collaboration and interaction in an online learning environment.

Keywords Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) - Collaborative
learning - Learners’ interaction + Multimodal learning

1 Introduction

Derived from both the interaction approach to second language acquisition (SLA)
and sociocultural theory, task-based language teaching (TBLT) has been recognised
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in abundant literature as a very effective language teaching approach in face-to-
face environments (Ellis, 2003; Nunan, 2004; Samuda & Bygate, 2008; Van den
Branden, 2006). The fundamental driving force behind the task-based language
teaching approach is based on the rationale that tasks can stimulate learners’ inter-
actions, which in turn can facilitate second language acquisition (Pica, 1994; Pica &
Doughty, 1985; Pica et al., 1996). Moreover, it can provide opportunities for learners
to collaboratively work with others on tasks that they are not able to complete by
themselves (Vygotsky, 1978).

In the last two decades, researchers’ attention has been drawn to technology-
mediated task-based language teaching (Chapelle, 2001; Ortega & Gonzélez-Lloret,
2014; Stockwell, 2010). Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega (2014) argue that “[t]he imper-
ative of integrating technology in education is undisputed today” (p. 1). In the field
of computer-assisted language learning, a substantial body of research has focused
on collaboration and interaction in multimodal learning environments and its influ-
ence on learners’ second language acquisition (Abrams, 2016; Hampel & Stickler,
2012; Lin, 2015; Rouhshad et al., 2016; Stickler & Shi, 2013). Multimodal technolo-
gies, such as web conferencing, provide learners with efficient and diverse modes of
communication. Although implementation of those tools in foreign language classes
has become more pervasive now, the question of how multimodal software and
language tasks should be integrated into a mutually informative environment remains
largely under-researched. Salaberry (2000) urges language instructors to analyse how
pedagogical goals can be achieved through activity design and implementation in
computer-mediated communication (CMC) environments.

The current study was carried out to bridge this gap, by implementing a task-
based approach in a web conferencing-based online Chinese class to explore tech-
nology-mediated task design principles and its influence on learners’ collaboration
and engagement.

2 Background of the Study

2.1 TBLT and Learners’ Interaction

Within the field of second language acquisition (SLA), numerous studies have been
conducted on task-based language teaching. Empirical evidence has been found to
support the Interaction Hypothesis in the context of face-to-face TBLT teaching prac-
tice (Ellis et al., 1994; Gass & Varonis, 1985; Long, 1985; Pica, 1994; Pica et al.,
1991). In Ellis’s (2009) review of TBLT literature, he provides a set of practical defi-
nitions, using language holistically to fulfil non-linguistic goals in order to achieve
meaning-based communication: a) the primary focus should be on ‘meaning’; b)
there should be some kind of ‘gap’; c) learners should largely have to rely on their
own resources (linguistic and non-linguistic) in order to complete the activity; and
d) there is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language.

In his study, Long (1983) proposed a model that explained the relationship
between conversational task, interaction, and second language acquisition. Further,
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TABLE 2 Communication task types for L2 research and pedagogy analysis based on: Interactant (X/'Y) relationships
and requirements in communicating information (INF) to achieve task goals

INF INF INF INF requester-supplier Interaction Goal Qutcome
holder requester supplier relationship requirement orientation  options
Task Type:
Jigsaw X&Y X&Y X&Y 2way(XtoY & Yto X) + required + convergent 1

Information gap XorY YorX XorY lway>2way(XtoY/YtoX) +required + convergent 1
Problem-solving X=Y X=Y X=Y 2way>lway(XtoY&YtoX) -—required + convergent 1
Decision-making X=Y X=Y X=Y 2way>lway(XtoY&YtoX) —required + convergent 1+

Opinionexchange X=Y X=Y X=Y 2way>lway(XtoY&YtoX) —required —convergent 1+/—

Fig. 1 Task typology proposed by Pica, Kanagy, and Falodun (1993)

he predicted that more negotiation may be generated in two-way tasks. Following
that, Doughty and Pica (1986) examined the effects of task type and its influence
on interaction pattern. The results suggest that tasks requiring information exchange
between interlocutors may generate more interaction. Moreover, they noticed that
task type played a key role in stimulating learners’ conversational modifications. A
communication task typology was later developed by Pica, Kanagy, and Falodun
(1993), which covers interactant relationship, communication goals, and outcome
options. It has since been used to locate, describe, and compare five task types—
jigsaw, information gap, problem-solving, decision-making, and opinion exchange—
and to assess their contributions in terms of stimulating comprehension, production,
and providing feedback opportunities to L2 learners (see Fig. 1).

They note that the tasks in which the information is split into two-way flows (e.g.,
jigsaw) and the tasks that subsequently require interactants to exchange information
(e.g., information gap and jigsaw) show higher potential in stimulating interaction
and communication than other task stimuli. Tasks that require information exchange,
such as jigsaw and information gap tasks, are considered to have great potential for
eliciting negotiation. In jigsaw tasks, each participant holds part of the information
and is required to exchange the information in order to achieve the task goal. Similar to
jigsaw tasks, in information gap tasks, split information is provided, and interlocutors
are asked to do one-way or two-way information exchange.

2.2 TBLT and Computer-Assisted Language Learning

In the current literature, the body of research examining technology-mediated TBLT
has grown (Lai & Li, 2011; Ortega & Gonzélez-Lloret, 2014; Thomas, 2013; Ziegler,
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2016). TBLT not only provides a useful framework for designing and implementing
instructional activities in computer-assisted language learning (CALL) contexts
(Duran & Ramaut, 2006; 2005), but has also received positive reactions from learners
and teachers (Hampel & Hauck, 2004; Lai et al., 2011).

According to Gonzalez-Lloret and Ortega (2014), technology-mediated TBLT has
long noted the importance of task design and its benefits on learners’ interaction and
collaboration (Chapelle, 2003; Doughty & Long, 2003). Similar to the findings in
face-to-face settings, research has shown that tasks requiring information exchange
have great potential in stimulating learners’ interaction in technology-mediated
TBLT (Blake, 2000; 2006; Smith, 2003).

In Blake’s (2000) study, 50 intermediate-level Spanish language learners were
asked to conduct jigsaw, information gap (one- and two-way), and decision-making
tasks in a synchronous chat programme in order to compare learners’ interaction
and how learners’ interaction was affected by different task types. Students’ chat
transcripts were analysed in terms of negotiation types, negotiation of miscommu-
nication, and turn taking. The results showed that jigsaw tasks stimulated the most
negotiations, whereas information gap tasks were not nearly as productive as a stim-
ulus. In Smith’s (2003) study, 14 non-native speaker dyads collaboratively conducted
two jigsaw tasks and two decision-making tasks in a synchronous text chat. He
found that learners’ collaboration on decision-making tasks outperformed negoti-
ation turns in jigsaw tasks. Keller-Lally 2006 investigated the impact of task type
(jigsaw, decision-making, and opinion exchange) and group size (dyads and small
group) on learners’ frequency of negotiations and language production. In her study,
62 intermediate German language learners’ online discussions were transcribed and
coded in terms of L1/L2 language use and off-task communication units. The statis-
tical results illustrated that learners’ language output in decision-making tasks and
opinion exchange tasks outweighed that in jigsaw tasks. In addition, no significant
difference in the amount of negotiations between decision-making and jigsaw tasks
was noticed in her study, which was contrary to Blake’s (2000) and Smith’s (2003)
findings.

2.3 Learners’ Interaction and Engagement
in the Multimodal Learning Environment

The number of studies on multimodality learning environments is growing in the field
of CALL (Guichon & McLornan, 2008; Levy & Stockwell, 2013). In multimodal
environments, particularly in conferencing-based settings, how to design tasks to
facilitate collaborative learning has become the interest of recent research (Hampel,
2006, 2010; Stockwell, 2010). Ciekanski and Chanier (2008), who focused on the
impact of integrating audio and text on learners’ collaborative writing competence,
observed learners using multiple modes to make meaning and therefore facilitate
collaboration. They maintained that, in multimodal environments, learners’ focus
and engagement with the learning activity are influenced during the process of
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implementing telecollaborative tasks in which fluency may be prioritised over accu-
racy. Wang (2004, 2006, 2008), who examined learners’ interaction via desktop
video conferencing, noted that oral-visual interaction, which is facilitated by the
multimodal environment, enabled real-time facial expression and gestures between
learners and teachers. It provided semiotic cues for meaning making, which was
conducive to task completion. Guichon and Cohen (2014), who also observed
learners’ interaction in video conferencing and audio conferencing, noticed that there
was more overlapping interaction in the former mode and more student silences in
the latter. They suggested that video conferencing could facilitate a fast and seamless
interaction with paralinguistic cues for conversation.

However, some researchers point out the limitations of using conferencing tools in
teaching practice. For instance, Berglund (2009), who investigated participant rates
and conversational feedback strategies in a video conferencing-based class, found
that, without teachers’ presence, students’ engagement resembled that of instructed
discussion. However, long monological turns were identified in learners’ contribution
as well. As Salaberry (2000) argued, applying new technologies in the classroom does
not automatically generate best learning outcomes. It is critical for language teachers
to analyse how learners’ interaction and collaboration can be stimulated through task
design and implementation in multimodal online learning environments.

Despite emerging research interest in the fields of CALL and TBLT, few studies
have examined how tasks can be designed to stimulate learners’ collaboration and
engagement in multimodal environments. This study was conducted to bridge the
gap and to answer the following research questions:

e How do communicative tasks such as jigsaw, information gap, and decision-
making tasks stimulate learners’ collaboration and interaction in an online Chinese
language class?

e What are learners’ perceptions of the task design in the web-conferencing-based
multimodal learning environment?

e What were the impacts of technology-mediated TBLT on their learning experi-
ence?

3 Context and Methodology

3.1 The Context of the Study

The intention of this study was to explore the implementation of task-based language
teaching in a web conferencing-based online setting, specifically in a beginners’
online Chinese class. The web conferencing tool used in this study was Blackboard
Collaborate, which includes features such as real-time audio, video, chat, interactive
whiteboard, share screen, polling, emoticons, main room, and breakout rooms (Guo,
2013).
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The study was conducted as a two-stage project. In the preliminary stage, partic-
ipants attended two online sessions in which an information gap task and a jigsaw
task were applied. Learners’ feedback regarding their learning experiences were
collected to improve the task design in this current study (Guo & Mollering, 2016).
To further explore task design in multimodal learning environments, in this study,
five online tasks—including two jigsaw tasks, one information-gap task, and two
decision-making tasks—were designed and conducted with the participants.

Sixteen undergraduate students who enrolled in the second semester of an intro-
ductory Chinese language class participated in this study. They all attended the online
sessions remotely using their PCs or laptops and a headset. Five of them (Students 1
to 4 and 9) had participated in the preliminary study. Before this study commenced,
they had learned Chinese for one semester. In this study, the participants attended
five one-hour online sessions throughout the semester. An online training session
was conducted in a computer lab before the treatment started. In the training session,
sample interactive tasks were assigned to participants in breakout rooms to familiarise
them with the multimodal learning environment.

3.2 Task Design

In this study, five fortnightly one-hour online sessions were conducted (see Table 1).
The current study follows Pica et al.’s (1993) task typology. The five tasks included
two jigsaw tasks, two decision-making tasks, and one information gap task. Since the
information gap and jigsaw tasks were well received by students in the preliminary
study, these were also implemented in this study. As learners’ language abilities
improved, decision-making tasks were also designed and introduced.

In the current study, the task design followed Willis’s (1996a, 1996b, 1998)
and Ellis’s (2003) TBL framework, and it also took into account Hampel’s (2006)
task design framework in the audio-conferencing environment. In order to reinforce
vocabulary and grammar learning and facilitate learners’ collaborative learning, there
were three stages in the one-hour online sessions (see Table 2).

Table 1 Summary of tasks implemented in the current study

Task type Topic
1 Week 2 Information gap Applying for a Chinese visa
2 Week 4 Decision-making Buying clothes and sending them to China
3 Week 6 Jigsaw task Maps and showing directions
4 Week 10 Decision-making Planning for a trip
5 Week 12 Jigsaw Describing an accident
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Table 2 Summary of task sequence and activities

Stage Room type Activities Duration

Pre-task Main room Warm-up 20 minutes
Task Breakout rooms Tasks 20 minutes
Reporting Main room Task presentation and teacher feedback 20 minutes

3.3 Data Collection

This study employed mixed methods, which encompasses both qualitative and
quantitative methods, to answer the three research questions. Three types of data
resources were employed, including web conferencing archive collections, post-
session interviews, and post-session questionnaires. All five online sessions were
recorded using Blackboard Collaborate and Screenflow in order to capture learners’
and their teacher’s interactions in a range of small-group tasks. Learner/learner inter-
action in the process of task completion were transcribed for the purpose of discourse
analysis to identify instances of collaborative learning. Post-session surveys and in-
depth interviews were carried out after the fifth online session. In the interviews,
relevant materials, such as the screenshot of the online sessions and task descrip-
tions, were provided to the interviewees to help them recall the previous tasks
conducted throughout the semester. Open-ended questions were designed in post-
session surveys to elicit learners’ perceptions on task design and the collaborative
learning experience in the multimodal environment.

4 Results

4.1 Learners’ Collaboration in the Online Sessions

There were a great number of examples in the data which showed that collaborative
learning took place both in pairs and in groups in the current study. In example 1,
student 14 explicitly requested student 3’s help when she did not know how to say
“study” and “apply” in the target language. When she could not finish her sentence,
student 3 attempted to guess what she was about to say based on the information
he had. Moreover, student 3 pointed out that student 14 should add “F% %2 in that
sentence to express what she wanted to do. Although student 3 rendered his assistance
in English, he successfully helped student 14 complete her sentence “FZZ27=H[ 1,
FENZAE- [I’'m going to China. T want to apply for a visa.]”.
Example 1. (the first online task).
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St 3: YRIF G T 47T LAES #:2 [Hello, how can T help you?]

St 14: How do you say study, apply? [Study, apply for]

St 3: %#:>] and #p

St 14:FEF 23], T [’'m going to study in China. Apply...]

St 3: ZHE? [Visa]

St 14: Right ZFiE, Tk [Right, visa. I apply for a visa.]

St 3: I think you have to say I want to, like, | [1 want to.]

=

St 14: Oh FE = [, HENFIE- [’'m going to China. I want to apply for a visa.]

In example 2, student 4 noticed that student 1 confused “X (day)” with “ H (date)”,
so he asked her to clarify it. After that, he also corrected a grammar mistake in
her sentence. On reviewing the current data, abundant examples of similar peer
corrections were found. Part of the reason for this was because the participants were
instructed by the teacher to help and provide correction to peers in the completion
of the tasks. While observing the learners’ group work, I consistently encouraged
them to actively help their partners, which in turn fostered their own language and
communication development.

Example 2. (the first online task).

St3: HHAEEH H? [Date of birth]

St 14: 19924E6 A 10K [10th June, 1992 (incorrect words for date)]
St 3: you mean H? [Day]

St 14: Yeah, How do I say this “I need to change

money”?

St 3: % [Change money]

St 14: sk [I change money.]

St 14: put 1%, say Fi5H# 1% [need to. I need to change money.]

St 3: Yeah, 545k . [Yeah, I need to change money.]

In example 3, students 5 and 6 were working on a whiteboard, showing direc-
tions on a campus map. Student 5 kept saying “¥ R i1 [go down]”, which can
be understood when using a map but is not appropriate in a face-to-face conversa-
tion. Although student 6 understood the instructions, he still elaborated the correct
form of the expression to student 5. This type of negotiation was not triggered by a
non-understanding or unknown lexical or syntactic item. However, throughout the
collaboration, both the students’ attention was drawn to language form, which was
conducive to their SLA.

Example 3. (the third online session).
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St 5: R1E T iI7E. [You go down.]
St 6: Fi41? [Down?]
St5: F [Down.]

St 6: You mean down?
St 5: Yeah, like back, down

St 6: It’s like 7, Hij [Left, front]

St 5: like fR7E T i1 [You go down.]

St 6: You can say like 17/ Fg & [You go south.]

St 5: Oh, ok, IR1EFE &, HAH, BEEAEXT | [0k, you go south, and then turn left. The
[ classroom is opposite to the park.]

St 6: (= (Typing “ZZ="on the whiteboard) [Classroom]

In the third task, student 10’s sentences “/RfEJLE, /R7EFHZE [You go north,
and go west]” were grammatically correct, but lacked conjunction words. Student
1 articulated the problem and suggested that student 10 use “F [and then]” to link
the two clauses. According to Smith (2003), “metalinguistic talk may prove helpful
in uncovering the root of the problem” (p. 47), although it may divert time away
from task completion. In this example, “5. . .FH... [first..., and then...]” was the
key grammar structure that the students learned in class. The negotiation process
indicated that the acquisition of new learning did take place.

Example 4. (The third online session).

St 10: IR S M EFIE [Ok. You’re going to visit the library.]
St 1: B IEERRL? [Where is the library?]
St 10: OK, EHVE, VRIEILE, IRFETEE. [The library. You go north, go west.]

St 1: When you give the second direction, you need to | [Then.]
say 7, like go againff{E-
St 10: Oh, so go first

St 1: Yeah, so we start with &%, and you want to give | [First, and then.]
another command, F§/E direction go-

St 10: Ok, JefEdbsE, FEmE [Ok. Go north first, and then go west.]

In addition, results from the interviews and post-session surveys showed that the
implementation of tasks in the web conferencing-based online environment has great
potential in stimulating collaborative learning.

In the post-session survey, participants were asked to choose which one they
preferred between one-to-one and group tasks. Of the 16 participants, 14 preferred
group work. Their reasons are shown in the following excerpts from the survey:

e [ earning a language seems to be much more effective for me when doing it with
a group. That way you can feed off the other students. It works very well in group
situations.
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e A group discussion is more preferable due to the possibility of creating a conver-
sation in Chinese rather than a one-on-one, which may provide improvement
in writing, reading and listening ability. Furthermore, a group discussion is less
confronting, as you know the other students are at a similar level to you.

According to the participants’ answers in the post-session survey, they believed
that peer collaboration provided them with more opportunities for feedback and
explanations. Peer interactions allowed them to support each other in a similar way.
Working with other students helped to create a less pressured and more engaging
environment, in which they felt less distracted and more willing to contribute to
group discussion. In addition, group work seemed to contribute to creating a sense
of community, in which the participants felt safe to share and help each other. As
student 9 mentioned in the survey, having a partner that he could work with was
conducive to his task completion:

It’s really great with [student 3], because I feel safe in a sense. I didn’t feel a fool or anything.
so maybe having someone that you do the tasks with all the time, it works. Like a buddy
assisted [sic].

However, one student mentioned the disadvantage of group work; that is, having
an unconfident, shy, or lower proficiency partner may not work as effectively as
one-to-one (learner-teacher) interaction.

In this study as an instructor, I observed the learners’ discussions in groups and
occasionally intervened in their interaction when they needed technical or linguistic
assistance. The degree of my intervention varied depending on the extent of the
learners’ participation and their achievement in the tasks. As Salmon (2003) states,
the tutor’s main role is to ensure “meaning making” rather than “content trans-
mission” (p. 52). However, most of the time, I observed the learners only without
intervention. Assistance was provided when it was requested by the learners or
in situations when they were not able to resolve the problem by themselves.

4.2 Learners’ Engagement in the Online Sessions

In terms of engagement, the majority of the participants believed that they felt
engaged in the online sessions. Their feedback suggested that learners’ participa-
tion increased when they were used to the online learning environment and when
other participants’ interactions made participation more appealing.

In the follow-up surveys, 11 out of the 16 students indicated “strongly agree” when
asked if the tasks were engaging, while nine students also strongly agreed that they
enjoyed doing the tasks with their peers. Results from the interviews showed that the
participants enjoyed the last three sessions more as their language proficiency had
gradually improved and they were more familiar with the multimodal environment.
One student, for instance commented in the interview: “I was particularly engaged
talking in the last few sessions because I was more used to it”. Student 9 mentioned
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that he felt engaged doing the jigsaw since “naturally you do one step, then the other
person does the other step, then you swap. That was very good.”

Moreover, in the post-task stage, all the groups were required to present their
work in the breakout rooms, which made them pay more attention to the tasks.
Student 12 commented in the interview: “even [when] my task is finished and my
presentation is finished in [the] online session, you still get to listen to other people’s
presentation[s] and you learn from them. So, it’s useful in every way”. Student 2
mentioned that the teacher’s questions after the presentation encouraged her and her
partners to concentrate on the tasks, “because we don’t know when you’re going to
ask us questions. I always have to be listening”.

4.3 Learners’ Perceptions on Task Design

In the in-depth interviews, the participants were asked their preference regarding task
types. The three types of tasks that were designed in this study all received positive
feedback. Most of the participants believed that tasks requiring two ways of informa-
tion exchange (jigsaw and information-gap tasks) were more straightforward. The
decision-making task, on the other hand, were perceived to require more discussion
on task planning.

e Decision-making is good, if you have a good partner and you are a team-working
person, otherwise you’ll just make the decision by yourself. Doesn’t foster the
communication well.

e The decision-making involves more work planning. I think the combination of all
of them was good, but I particularly like the [task on giving] directions which is
challenging.

e Information gap and jigsaw tasks: If you’re both good learners, you know what
you’re doing and then it’s [a] good way to foster communication.

e The jigsaw task is quite straightforward; we know what we have to do.

Moreover, in the interviews, learners’ perceptions on task design confirmed
that participation in the study was conducive to their target language learning and
confidence building, which are summarised as follows:

It created a less pressured environment to learn and practice the target language;
Group work motivated the students to do more practice than individual study;
and,

e The positive feedback and encouragement received from peers and the teacher
made them feel more confident.

Student 10 commented in the interview: “there is less pressure when you [are]
in your room in front of [the] computer than in class”. Student 9 stressed that the
positive feedback he received from the teacher and his partner was a key influence
and played an important role in building his confidence in Chinese language learning:
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“Encouragement, exactly; you get that encouragement because obviously that feed-
back, that’s sort of the presentation aspect. That’s really good.” Student 3 confirmed
that being able to complete a task without the teacher’s assistance gave him a sense
of achievement: “It was positive feeling, because you just feel good about being able
to complete the task, so if you complete with satisfaction, I guess, I can do it. Since
you did it, you know you can do it, so you feel better because you can do the task”.
Student 8 stated: “I learn better in groups. It’s always good to have other people
whom you can talk things through. You can ask questions just when everyone else
is learning, like silly questions like “How do you say nine?’ It’s better just to ask
someone next to you.”

5 Discussion and Conclusion

5.1 Collaborative Learning in Technology-Mediated TBLT

Computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL), derived from Vygotskyan
cultural psychology, concerns learners’ “collaborative learning” in a multimodal
environment (Kirschner, 2002). Sociocultural theories stress the pivotal roles played
by language and other tools, such as computers. Previous studies report that,
compared to face-to-face interaction, collaboration supported by CMC is considered
weak in social presence.

The findings in the current study prove that collaborative learning did occur in
learner/learner interaction in group work. It takes place between a more compe-
tent learner and a lower proficiency learner. The findings in this study showed that
when working together as a group, a more competent learner tended to help their
partners by providing corrective feedback or even grammatical explanations, which
echoes previous studies (e.g., Smith, 2003). It contributed to creating a less stressful
learning environment and the participants felt more engaged when working with
other students.

Secondly, when the students encountered breakdowns or problems that they could
not resolve by themselves, it was important to have at least one teacher moni-
toring their interaction and providing timely assistance. The participants felt safe
and comfortable having the teacher move around and liked to let the teacher know
when they had language or technical issues.

5.2 Implications for Online Language Learning
and Teaching

To create an online collaborative learning environment, according to the findings
of this study, language instructors need to consider the following aspects. Firstly,
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give students freedom to pair with others since some of them may have someone
with whom they feel comfortable working. Secondly, teachers should act as moder-
ators and need to keep an eye on students’ interactions and provide assistance when
necessary.

5.3 Learners’ Engagement and Task Design
in Technology-Mediated TBLT

According to the results, learners’ participation in the tasks and task type were inter-
related. The participants felt more engaged doing the tasks with their partners when
they were able to use Chinese to communicate with others and were fully comfortable
with the online environment and the interaction pattern.

5.4 Implications for Online Language Learning
and Teaching

To design tasks that engage learners in technology-mediated TBLT requires language
instructors to consider the following aspects. First of all, choose appropriate tasks that
suit learners’ language proficiency. Oxford (20006) states that “task-based teaching
and learning potentially offer great riches if explored by teachers in their dual roles
as instructor and action researcher” (p. 114). In the current study, as both teacher
and researcher, I explored three different task types in the beginners’ online Chinese
task design. The results showed that the first-year students were more familiar with
information gap and jigsaw tasks, which require producing only a certain outcome.
However, tasks such as decision-making tasks, in which students can reach different
outcomes, require relatively higher language proficiency. It may be challenging for
beginners. Secondly, in the post-task stage, language teachers can ask students to
present their work in groups. Similar to low-risk competition, students may feel less
pressure in this scenario and hence are more likely to contribute more in their group
work.

Moreover, the findings in the current research confirmed that the online tasks
were conducive to learners’ target language learning. To achieve such a goal, it may
be useful for language teachers to consider implementing the following strategies.
Firstly, creating a less pressured learning environment is vital for online language
learning. Students, especially beginners, may feel more nervous at first when they
attend online sessions. Working with students they already know or helping them
become familiar with the tool can help alleviate their nervousness and boost their
confidence. Secondly, providing more positive feedback and encouragement can
make students, especially less competent learners, more willing to communicate
and express themselves. Thirdly, teachers need to help familiarise students with the
online learning environment as early as possible.
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5.5 Contributions of this Study

This study aimed to explore the implementation of TBLT in a web conferencing-
based beginners’ online Chinese unit and to determine its influence on learners’
collaboration and interaction. Moreover, it also shed light on how task design can
stimulate peer-to-peer interaction to facilitate target language learning.

The findings confirmed the potential of technology-mediated TBLT for facilitating
peer-to-peer collaboration and interaction. In other words, tasks designed in the
web conferencing environment may provide learners with opportunities to modify
their interaction when language breakdown takes place in conversation and in turn
facilitates learners’ SLA. Further, the study has notable implications on task design
for online learning environments. However, since all the participants in the current
study were on-campus students, a further study comparing the learning experiences
of on-campus students and distance students may produce different results in terms
of negotiation routines.
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