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Effective employment of information and communication technology (ICT) in foreign 

language teaching and learning has become imperative as a means to support second 

language development when traditional face-to-face instruction and interaction is not 

possible. Using a design-based research approach and a theoretical framework that integrates 

authentic learning and online communities of practice principles, this paper examines the 

nature and extent of students’ contributions to computer mediated communication (CMC) 

tools provided in an online Italian as a foreign language learning environment. This paper 

describes the context of the intervention strategy, the methodology used, and presents an 

analysis of themes emerging from the data relating to the use of multiple discussion forums 

to support interaction and collaboration within the online community of foreign language 

learners. The findings suggest that there was a substantial development in the way students 

used different discussion forums over the course of two consecutive iterative 

implementations of the online learning environment developed. The findings also show that, 

as time progressed, students felt increasingly more confident about communicating their 

ideas in writing in the target language to different groups of participants. 

 

Implications for practice or policy: 

• The design principles and learning environment described in this study will assist foreign 

language educators to create their own pedagogical frameworks for language education 

in technology-based, authentic learning environments. 

• The design principles that emerged from this research will assist foreign language 

educators to support student interaction and collaboration in online communities of 

learners. 

• Foreign language students’ engagement with peers and native speakers will be enhanced 

by integrating the recommendations for encouraging purposeful and authentic student 

online interactions. 

 

Keywords: collaborative learning, online communities of learners, content analysis, learning 

design principles, authentic learning, design-based research 

 

Introduction 
 

In recent years, second language acquisition researchers, influenced by Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, 

have emphasised the connection between linguistic development and the social and cultural context in 

which a second language is learned (e.g., Lantolf et al., 2018; van Compernolle, 2015). According to these 

researchers, engaging in purposeful social interaction and collaborative dialogue with other learners and 

competent target language speakers is crucial to successful foreign language development. The importance 

of learning through goal-oriented social interaction and collaboration with other learners and experts with 

different sets of skills and abilities is also a critical aspect of situated learning (Brown et al., 1989). 

According to the proponents of the situated learning model, meaningful learning can best occur when 

learning is embedded in authentic contexts and when learners are provided with the opportunity to observe 

and learn from the practices of more experienced and competent peers. 

 

The notion of learning as a process of social participation in communities of practice and the concept of 

legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002) are closely 

linked to the situated learning model. These concepts relate to the development of learning environments 
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in which learners become involved and engaged in the practices of a particular community and gradually 

acquire knowledge and skills from expert community members. Recent research into technology-supported 

language teaching and practice has discussed the unique benefits of integrating asynchronous and 

synchronous text-based computer mediated communication (CMC) tools into the second language 

classroom to provide opportunities for authentic and collaborative target language practice with target 

language speakers (Martin et al., 2012; Petersen & Sachs, 2015). 

 

In this paper we report on a design-based research study which explored the nature and extent of students’ 

contributions to the asynchronous CMC tools and resources provided to support interaction and 

collaboration in an online community of intermediate and advanced level students of Italian foreign 

language learners. The pedagogical approach employed in this study integrated aspects of Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory applied to second language acquisition (Lantolf et al., 2015), situated and authentic 

learning, and principles that guide the development and implementation of successful online communities 

of practice and communities of learners to develop an online learning environment that provided 

opportunities for meaningful language practice. The paper concludes with a set of design principles and 

guidelines to support other language instructors who may wish to integrate internet-based tools to facilitate 

student interaction and collaboration in an online community of learners.  

 

Literature review 
 

With overall reference to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, three significant areas of research and literature 

informed the design and conduct of the study, specifically: (1) situated and authentic learning, (2) 

communities of practice, and (3) communities of learners. These are presented in more detail in the 

following sections, together with a brief discussion of CMC within the context of the study. 

 

Situated and authentic learning 
 

Brown et al. (1989) introduced the concept of situated learning to describe the situated nature of learning 

and to refer to the role of context in the learning of knowledge and skills. Situated learning emphasises the 

importance of situating abstract tasks into authentic contexts to enable learners to participate in authentic 

practices through activity and social interaction with experts and other learners with different levels of 

skills. In a situated learning setting, students learn by observing an expert or more competent learners and 

by actively using knowledge in these authentic contexts, rather than passively receiving it (Collins et al., 

1991). 

 

Based on the situated learning framework and on Herrington and Oliver’s (2000) model of nine elements 

of authentic learning, Herrington et al. (2010) further developed a model of authentic learning or authentic 

e-learning that focused specifically on the element of learning tasks. This model comprises 10 guiding 

design elements of authentic tasks, including real-world relevance, complexity, and opportunities for 

collaboration, and further provides recommendations on how each element can be applied to develop 

authentic learning environments that utilise technology as delivery and cognitive tools. According to 

Herrington et al. (2010), the application of elements of authentic tasks can support student learning in entire 

courses of study delivered online by promoting the learning of knowledge and skills in meaningful, realistic 

contexts which reflect the way this knowledge is used in real world settings, and by providing opportunities 

to collaborate with others to develop solutions.  

 

Communities of practice 
 

A critical aspect of the situated learning model is the notion of learning as a process of social participation 

in communities of practice. The concept of communities of practice and the notion of learning through the 

process of legitimate peripheral participation, originally developed by Lave and Wenger (1991) to describe 

learning in apprenticeship environments, refer to the process by which learners become involved and 

engaged in the practices of a particular community and gradually acquire knowledge and skills from expert 

community members. Wenger (1998) defined a community of practice along three defining dimensions, 

which are the source of coherence of a community and are a necessary requirement for creating a cohesive 

community of practice. These dimensions are mutual engagement, a joint enterprise and a shared repertoire 

of resources. Wenger et al. (2002) later identified three structural elements that differentiate a community 

of practice from other groups and communities: (1) a domain of knowledge, (2) a community of people 
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who care about the domain and want to see it developed, and (3) the shared practice that they develop in 

order to be effective in their domain. 

 
Communities of learners 
 

The notion of communities of learners or learning communities is built upon the concept of community of 

practice. As in a community of practice, in a learning community, members interact and develop 

relationships with each other and with their tasks through a process of active collaboration and cooperation 

among each other. Wenger proposed that learning lies at the very core of both communities of practice and 

communities of learners. In both frameworks, the relationships that are developed among community 

members as they interact and collaborate with each other enable them to generate new knowledge. The 

original concept of community of learners has evolved and has been expanded by several theorists and 

researchers to include a discussion about the defining qualities and goals of a learning community. 

Bielaczyc and Collins (1999) for example, maintained that the defining quality of a learning community is 

that there is a “culture of learning, in which everyone is involved in a collective effort of understanding” 

(p. 271). According to Biasutti (2011), an essential characteristic of a community of learners is that its 

members engage with each other and learn through a process of collaboration and cooperation with other 

community members. The shared goal of a learning community is, ultimately, according to Scardamalia 

and Bereiter (2006), to advance the collective knowledge of a group of learners to support the growth of 

individual knowledge. The common feature of these definitions is that, through a process of collaboration 

and cooperation, knowledge is distributed among the various members of a learning community to enhance 

the potential of all members. As they contribute to a particular group activity or project, these community 

members share not only their knowledge and skills but also the responsibility for learning. 

 

Research into the outcomes of learning communities has revealed that learning communities are powerful 

means for creating and sharing knowledge and can provide several benefits to both their individual 

members and the community as a whole. These benefits include improved student retention in academic 

courses (Kern & Kingsbury, 2019; Lei et al. 2011), increased development of self-regulated learning 

strategies (Beishuizen, 2008), increased interaction and collaboration within the community (Buchenroth-

Martin et al., 2017; Garrison, 2017), increased flow of information and knowledge sharing among 

community members (Brouwer & Jansen, 2019; Ehrlick & Slotta, 2018), increased sense of engagement 

and motivation (Nye, 2015; Pike et al., 2011; Rocconi, 2011), increased sense of belonging (Brouwer et al., 

2019; Masika & Jones, 2016), and relatedness to peers and teachers (Beachboard et al., 2011). 

 

In recent years, the concepts of communities of practice and communities of learners have been successfully 

applied to technology-supported learning environments in which community members connect and engage 

in social practice with other members through different types of asynchronous or synchronous web-based 

communication. The specific benefits of integrating CMC tools into second and foreign language learning 

classrooms and communities are described in the following section. 

 

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) 
 

Several researchers and language educators have argued that integrating various types of asynchronous and 

synchronous text-based CMC tools into the second language classroom and curriculum, can effectively 

support second language development by providing increased opportunities for authentic interaction in the 

target language outside the normal constraints of the classroom and regardless of geographical location 

(Gonzales-Lloret, 2015; Levy & Stockwell, 2013). In particular, incorporating asynchronous online 

threaded discussion forums offers a number of significant benefits for learners. According to Levy and 

Stockwell (2013), regularly reading and examining other members’ postings and being required to reply to 

them by composing new messages in the target language can foster learners’ reading comprehension and 

written communication skills. (Gonzáles-Lloret, 2015; Sert & Balaman, 2018). 

 

Blake (2013) argued that another advantage of integrating online discussion forums in the language 

curriculum is that they promote equal participation as they enable students who have less-developed 

language skills to take time to view and analyse postings and to structure their contributions. Online 

discussion forums enable less-extroverted students to actively engage in discussion in a way that would not 

be easily accomplished in face-to-face communication. Students’ participation in online forums also has 

the potential to increase learners’ perception of control over the discussion as students have more time to 



Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2022, 38(2).   

 

 
 

86 

reflect on the ideas contributed by others and to integrate them with their own ideas and opinions (Chapelle, 

2005). 

 

Another significant advantage of online asynchronous discussions is that they support collaboration and 

cooperation as they enable participants from different locations to use small individual collaborative group 

discussion threads as a space to brainstorm ideas and discuss specific topics (Blake, 2013; Levy & 

Stockwell, 2013; Wang, 2010; Wilkins, 2018). A further benefit is that active discussion forums with high 

levels of interaction with multiple learning partners generally help to create course cohesion (Qian & 

McCormick, 2014), foster learner autonomy (Brooke, 2013; Wilkins, 2018), and result in increased levels 

of student satisfaction in the learning experience (Chakova, 2019). 

 

The situated and authentic learning model, with its focus on learning in authentic settings and on the 

instructional design of effective authentic tasks, provided guiding principles for the development of an 

appropriate learning environment. Further strategies derived from concepts of online communities of 

practice and communities of learners, provided an encompassing robust framework to guide the design and 

implementation of the online community of second language learners of this study. 

 

Research methodology 
 

The research methodology for this study employed a design-based research approach and was conducted 

in four phases according to the model proposed by Reeves (2006). This model enabled the researcher to 

test and refine the online learning environment developed through two successive 6-week iterative 

implementations conducted in an Italian language course at an Australian University. 

 

Data were collected through students’ contributions to community and individual group discussion forums 

and the researcher’s notes and observation of students’ participation in the online discussions. In order to 

corroborate the data gathered from these sources, four focus group interviews of 50 to 60 minutes each 

were also conducted with each of the collaborative groups of students at the conclusion of the first iteration. 

At the conclusion of the second iteration, individual interviews of 45 to 60 minutes each were conducted 

with each of the participating students. The interview technique adopted used Patton’s (2014) standardised 

open-ended interview category, in which the sequence of questions was determined in advance and the 

questions were worded in an open-ended format. This approach allowed the researcher to cover a broad 

framework of topics and to ask follow-up questions to clarify participant responses in relation to the nature 

and extent of their contributions to the asynchronous CMC tools and resources provided to support 

interaction and collaboration in an online learning environment. 

 

The final phase of this research involved developing a series of design principles to guide the development 

of similar online foreign language learning environments in other educational contexts. In order to protect 

the rights of participants and ensure that the research was conducted in a fair and equitable manner, strict 

ethical guidelines laid down by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University were followed 

and addressed. 

 

The learning environment 
 

In order to integrate the theoretical principles that emerged from the literature, an online learning 

environment that focused on creating and supporting the development of an online learning community of 

12 intermediate and 4 advanced level students of Italian was developed and implemented over two 

iterations. The learning environment had two authentic tasks as its main focus and an assessment component 

that required learners to communicate in the target language and collaborate with each other and a group 

of seven selected native speaker mentors through the CMC tools and resources of an online learning 

management system (LMS). The mentors recruited for this study were university lecturers or tutors of 

Italian, Italian students completing a postgraduate teaching qualification, or Italian students visiting the 

university as part of a mobility program. These mentors were selected prior to the beginning of the study 

on the basis of their teaching experience, their ability to model expert performance and to provide students 

with scaffolded assistance in an online community. Prior to the start of the project, all mentors were 

provided with specific guidelines to assist their participation and ensure that students would benefit from 

their expert performance and assistance. The tasks were designed according to the defining elements of 

authentic tasks (Herrington et al., 2010) to enable learners to engage and immerse themselves in purposeful 
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and goal-oriented authentic interaction to develop a tangible product that they could potentially benefit 

from in the future. The first task required students to plan and develop a detailed itinerary and a 

comprehensive travel guide of a 4-week trip to Australia for a group of visiting Italian university students. 

The second task was to plan and organise a 4-week exchange trip to Italy for all students in the class. Each 

task had to be completed in the target language over the course of a 6-week iteration and required students 

to work collaboratively to develop an itinerary and comprehensive travel guide that could take the form of 

a website, video segment, PowerPoint presentation, guidebook or brochure, or a combination of any of 

these options. 

 

In order to complete the first task, students self-selected into four collaborative groups of four and agreed 

that each group would focus on a different state in Australia as the travel location. Three of the four groups 

consisted of intermediate level learners and one group consisted of the four advanced level learners. One 

native speaker mentor was assigned to each group to assist students complete the collaborative task and 

individual online discussion forums were set up in the course website for each of the four collaborative 

groups to enable communication and the sharing of ideas and research within the groups. A class discussion 

forum was also set up in the course website to provide a platform for communication and discussion for all 

members of the online community during the collaborative work on the task. 

 

For the second task, and following the findings and recommendations made at the end of the first iteration, 

students assigned themselves to five smaller groups of three (one intermediate level student withdrew from 

the course at the end of the first iteration) and each group identified itself with the name of the region or 

regions of Italy that were chosen as the focus of its research. Three of the five groups consisted of 

intermediate level learners, one group was comprised of two intermediate and one advanced student, and 

one group consisted of three advanced level learners. As with the first iteration, mentors were assigned, and 

individual and community discussion forums were established on the LMS. 

 

The purpose of the asynchronous discussion threads was to support students’ interaction with the other 

members of their individual groups (i.e., the other students and their designated mentor) and with the class 

teacher and all the other students and mentors, by providing a space for online communication and 

discussion during the collaborative work on the two tasks. In order to enable all community participants to 

engage in multiple discussions both within the whole class and within smaller collaborative groups, access 

to the group discussion forums was not restricted to the individual groups’ members but was extended to 

all members of the online community. All community participants were able to read all messages posted to 

each forum and could contribute their own postings to the other groups’ discussion threads. 

 

Data collection and analysis 
 
The transcripts of all the messages contributed to the online threaded discussion forums were analysed with 

the use of a classification scheme. The framework for the analysis and the classification scheme were 

developed from the data collected during the two iterations and from the content analysis model originally 

developed by Henri (1992). Henri’s model is based on a cognitive view of learning and uses a framework 

of five categories to analyse the different dimensions of students’ computer-mediated interactions: 

participative, social, interactive, cognitive, and metacognitive. The participative dimension provides 

quantitative information about the number of participants and the number of messages contributed by each 

participant during an online interaction. The other four dimensions provide information about the nature of 

the online interaction observed between the student participants. 

 

The model developed by Henri was used as a starting point for analysing the content of the messages posted 

to the discussion forums over the course of the two iterations. The qualitative approach of this model and 

its focus on the type of exchange that occurred between the participants made it a useful framework for the 

classification scheme used in this study. However, due to the specific requirements of the online 

collaborative tasks of this study, the model was modified and adapted to reflect and accommodate the data 

collected (Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Message categories for analysing participants’ online contributions 

Message Category Purpose of message Example (translated into English) 

Introductory Initial message to introduce the 

participants 

“My name is Nathan and I’m 23 years 

old. I’m studying Commerce and 

Italian and this is my final year at 

university” 

Content-oriented  A message that focuses on issues 

related to the content and cognitive, 

metacognitive and interactive aspects 

of the task 

“There’s an interesting museum inside 

the Duomo … might be worth a visit” 

“We might need to think about 

including some info on the history of 

the Uffizi in our guide” 

“I agree, it’s one of the reasons people 

visit Firenze … and we could link it to 

the section on the Medici family” 

Procedural A message that focuses on how the 

task should be completed and/or on 

the steps to follow in order to do it 

“I’ve finished the PowerPoint. Let me 

know what you think and if you want 

anything changed” 

Social A message that does not relate to the 

content or process of the task but is 

social in nature 

“Have a nice weekend guys!” 

“Coffee break at 11?” 

Technical A message relating to technical 

issues and/or difficulties in using the 

online tools to complete the task 

“There’s a technical problem of some 

kind. I can’t access the group forum 

from home” 

 

The researcher reviewed and coded all the online transcripts related to the online class discussion threads 

and the group discussion threads, assigning message by category. The process of coding the data is 

summarised in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

Stages of analysis of data 

Preliminary organisation 

of data 

Contributions were investigated separately for each of the different 

discussion threads. 

Coding Individual online messages were coded according to categories which 

emerged from the data. 

Ordering and displaying Individual messages were assigned to a specific category. Data were 

organised into displays in chronological order. 

Observation Observations were developed in relation to the data analysed. 

Conclusion drawing Conclusions about the meaning of data were made and written up. 

Verifying Conclusions were verified by reference back to original data, the 

participants’ focus group and individual interviews, the mentors’ and 

researcher’s notes and observations. 

 

Observations of the meaning of the data were then made and conclusions were drawn. Analysis of the data 

shed light on the nature and extent of students’ contributions to the asynchronous CMC tools and resources 

provided to support interaction and collaboration in an online community of foreign language learners. In 

order to verify coding reliability and ensure that the representation of the numerical data relating to students’ 

online contributions was accurate, sample transcripts were check-coded by two of the native speaker 

mentors using a check-coding technique recommended by Miles et al. (2013). The coders completed two 

rounds of independent and collaborative coding. A comparison allowed the researcher to identify potential 

issues with the coding system and to adjust the message categories. As the coding consistency between the 

researcher and the two coders was higher than 90%, the coding process was deemed to be sufficiently 

reliable. 
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Findings 
 
Class discussion forums 
 
From an analysis of the transcripts of students’ class discussions, three different message categories were 

identified as representative of how participants used the class discussion forums over the two iterations. 

These three categories were labelled introductory, content-oriented, and social, and are represented in 

Figures 1 and 2 showing the proportion of message categories identified for the two class discussion forums. 

 

 
Figure 1. Proportion of categories: First iteration class discussion forum 

 

 
Figure 2. Proportion of categories: Second iteration class discussion forum 

 

The content analysis of the participants’ contributions to these two class discussion forums revealed that 

there was a significant development in the way students used the class threads over the course of the two 

iterations. As can be seen in Figure 1, more than half the messages posted to the first class forum were 

introductory messages. Less than one quarter of the total number of messages was classified under the 

content oriented category and about one quarter fell into the social category. All the participants used this 

first forum mainly to contribute preliminary messages aimed at introducing themselves and getting to know 

the other community members. Students contributed a much lower proportion of content-oriented 

messages, which mainly involved simple questions or requests for information related to the logistics of 

the task, and a slightly higher proportion of social-oriented messages, equivalent to approximately one 

quarter of the total number of messages contributed to the forum. 

 

While the number of introductory messages contributed to the second forum was similar to the number 
posted to the first forum (20 and 21 messages respectively), their content was quite different. These 

messages did not include simply personal information about the participants, but also information and 

comments related specifically to students’ prior travel experiences in Italy (the subject of the second 

iteration) and to their interest in developing a particular itinerary for a certain area. The more content-
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oriented focus of this second round of preliminary messages indicates that, having already introduced 

themselves in the first class forum and having familiarised themselves with the requirements and timeframe 

of the project, students were eager to direct their attention to the new task from the beginning, and to make 

the most of the time allocated to complete the new itinerary. An interesting finding was that students posted 

a substantially higher proportion of content-related messages to the second forum compared to the first 

forum. The higher presence of these messages is an indication that, as time progressed, students felt 

increasingly more confident about presenting their ideas and comments about the task to the other 

community participants, including all the other students in the class and the native speaker mentors. The 

more content-oriented focus of the introductory messages and the greater number of content-oriented 

contributions, together with the substantially lower proportion of social-oriented messages posted to this 

second class forum, is a clear reflection of the stronger task focus of the second iteration compared to the 

first, and of the positive shift in the students’ level of confidence in communicating to a large group of 

participants.  

 

These findings were confirmed by several comments made by the students during the individual interviews 

carried out at the conclusion of the project, in which they admitted that their level of confidence in their 

ideas and in their ability to present them in writing in the target language increased dramatically over the 

course of the semester. From an analysis of students’ comments, it also appears that there was generally a 

greater interest in the second task compared to the first, and that many of the students were able to relate 

the task to their prior travel experiences and future plans and to quickly engage with its requirements. 

 

Individual group discussion forums 
 
From an analysis of the transcripts of the individual group discussion forums, four different message 

categories were identified as representative of how participants used their individual group discussion 

forum. These categories were labelled content-oriented, procedural, social, and technical. Figures 3 and 4 

show the message categories identified for each of the group discussion forums in both the first and second 

iterations:  

 

Figure 3. Message categories of group discussion forums: Iteration 1 
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Figure 4. Message categories of group discussion forums: Iteration 2 

 
Findings related to the participants’ contributions to their individual group forums clearly shows that 

students used their group forum predominantly to post messages that related to the content of the tasks. 

With the exception of the Campania group, which contributed a lower proportion of content-related 

messages compared to the proportion of process-oriented contributions, these messages accounted on 

average for the majority of the total number of messages posted to each of the individual threads. These 

messages reflect the participants’ interest and strong focus on discussing and developing the content of the 

task during both the first and the second iterations. 

 

Messages that focused on the process of completing the tasks were generally present in a lower proportion 

compared to the content-related messages. The analysis of students’ contributions, however, shows that 

there were significant variations in the number of these process-related messages across the different group 

discussion threads during the course of the two iterations. An interesting finding was that the New South 

Wales group, which contributed a higher number of procedural messages during the first iteration, was a 

group which experienced some difficulties during the collaborative work on the task. The students from 

this group posted a relatively higher number of messages that focused on the procedural aspects of the task 

and on negotiating their responsibilities compared to the other groups. During the second iteration, 

however, the high number of process-related messages posted to the Campania group forum was not an 

indication of any issue or difficulty in the collaboration, but rather a reflection of the group’s uncertainties 

about the steps to take in order to complete the task. Another interesting finding was the complete absence 

of process-oriented messages in the Lombardia–Veneto group thread. The students in this group did not 

post any process-related messages but posted a high proportion of content-related messages. This may be 

an indication that students were able to direct their attention almost exclusively to the content of the task 

rather than to discussing procedural issues. 

 

Social-oriented messages were present as the third most numerous message category in all nine group 

discussion threads. As was the case with the class discussion threads, there was a substantial decrease in 

the presence and proportion of social messages from the first to the second iteration. This may indicate that, 

as time progressed and the students got to know their group members, they relied less on the individual 

forums and more on other means of communication for their non task-related interactions with the other 

students. These findings were confirmed in the students’ individual interviews that took place at the 

conclusion of the second iteration, in which several students noted that, when they were working on the 

second task, they did not feel the need to use the group forums to post messages of a social nature as they 

were also relying on other means of communication and, in some instances, meeting face-to-face. 
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Technical-related messages accounted for a minimal proportion of the total number of messages posted to 

the individual discussion threads. This may have reflected the fact that students did not encounter too many 

obstacles and technical difficulties in using the online features and resources to interact and collaborate in 

the online community. This finding is in line with the feedback provided by the students during the 

individual interviews in which they confirmed that they did not experience technical difficulties while 

working on the tasks. 

 

Discussion 
 
Key conclusions can be derived from the data analysis that are relevant for educators, specifically in relation 

to the in-depth analysis of individual and group comments, and the disclosure of students’ beliefs about 

their own learning as they engaged with the learning environment. The content analysis of participants 

contributions to the class discussion forums suggests that there was a significant development in the way 

students used the forums over the course of the two iterations. While participants mostly used the first 

iteration class forum to contribute preliminary messages aimed at introducing themselves to the other 

community members, they mostly used the second forum to post content-related messages as well as 

introductory messages with a significant content-oriented focus. The more content-oriented focus of the 

second iteration class forum seems to indicate that, having already introduced themselves to the other 

community participants and having familiarised themselves with the requirements of the task, students were 

ready to quickly direct their attention to completing the new task, which was perceived more interesting 

and more closely related to their past and future travel experiences. More importantly, from both cognitive 

and language learning perspectives, an analysis of students’ postings to the class discussion forums shows 

that, over time, there was a positive shift in the students’ level of confidence in communicating in the target 

language to a large group of participants, which included all the other students in the class and the native 

speaker mentors. 

 

The content analysis of the participants’ contributions to their individual group forums suggest that students 

used these forums predominantly to post content-oriented messages, and that there was a clear interest and 

strong focus on developing the travel itineraries that were the authentic products of the tasks during both 

the first and the second iterations. Messages that focused on the process of completing the tasks were 

generally present in a lower proportion compared to the content-related messages, and there were 

significant variations in the number of these process-related messages across the different group discussion 

threads during the course of the two iterations. The presence and proportion of social messages decreased 

substantially from the first to the second iteration, as participants progressively relied less on the individual 

forums and more on other means of communication for their non task-related interactions with the other 

students. The fact that technical-related messages accounted for a minimal proportion of the total number 

of messages posted to the individual discussion threads may indicate that students did not encounter 

significant technical difficulties in using the online features and resources available. 

 

Students’ comments and feedback during the focus group and individual interviews confirmed some of the 

findings of the content analysis. Students commented very positively on the value of the class and individual 

group discussion threads as online spaces where all community members could come together and 

contribute their ideas and comments related to the content and process of the tasks or post messages of a 

social or technical nature both to the whole community and to their group members and designated mentor. 

Students particularly welcomed the opportunity to get to know the other community members in a semi 

anonymous way through the initial introductory messages posted to the class discussion threads at the 

beginning of the project and to communicate and collaborate with the other members of their individual 

groups through a smaller and more private forum. When asked to comment about their contributions to 

both the class and individual group discussion threads during the two iterations, several students confirmed 

that they felt less anxious about engaging in discussion and dialogue with a smaller group of three or four 

other students and one mentor with whom they were able to establish a relationship, as opposed to 

communicating with a larger and more diverse group of participants. Some students admitted that they were 

worried about having their language skills scrutinised by all members of the community and therefore 

preferred to keep their class discussion contributions to a minimum. A number of students who did not 

contribute to the class discussion threads pointed out that, after having determined the composition of the 

groups at the start of each collaborative task, and after having posted their initial introduction to each class 

forum, they felt that they were able to carry out their work on their section of the task both independently 

and within their own group without having to engage in online discussion with the rest of the class.  
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The analysis of data and reflection on the findings have been summarised into recommendations to enhance 

student contributions, together with design principles for foreign language educators. These are presented 

in the next section. 

 

Implications for designing asynchronous CMC for foreign language 
learners 
 

Table 3 presents a series of recommendations to guide students’ contributions to class and individual group 

discussion forums. It also presents a series of design principles and recommendations for practice to assist 

language teachers who may wish to integrate internet-based tools to enable and support student interaction 

and collaboration in an online community of learners in similar learning environments. 

 

Table 3 

Recommendations for student contributions and design principles for teachers 

Element of 

technology  

Recommendations for student 

contributions 
Design principles for teachers 

1. Class 

discussion 

forum 

• post a personal introduction of 

yourself in the target language and 

read all the other participants’ 

introductions 

• post an introductory message in the 

target language at the beginning of 

each iteration to welcome participants 

to the online learning community 

• have students post a personal 

introduction of themselves in the 

target language at the beginning of 

each iteration  

• access the class discussion forum 

regularly and read all the other 

participants’ contributions 

 

• encourage all students to access the 

class discussion forum regularly and 

to read all the other participants’ 

contributions 

• be aware that some students might 

experience anxiety about 

communicating with a large and more 

diverse group of participants  

• use a friendly and encouraging tone 

that is not too formal or didactic 

• contribute clear messages to the 

class discussion and focus on the 

content of your contributions  

• encourage students to contribute clear 

and simple messages that can be 

understood by all community 

members and to focus on the content 

of their contributions  

• avoid judging or criticising other 

students’ contributions 

• encourage students to be respectful of 

other students’ contributions and to 

avoid casting judgements or 

criticising them 

• offer positive and constructive 

feedback and suggestions on students’ 

contributions and ideas  

• avoid explicit corrections of students’ 

target language use 

• contribute social messages to the 

class forum  

• post and encourage students to 

contribute some personal off-task 

messages to promote social 

engagement and create a sense of a 

vibrant community 
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Element of 

technology  

Recommendations for student 

contributions 
Design principles for teachers 

2. Group 

discussion 

forum 

• regularly access the individual 

forums, read all the other 

participants’ contributions and 

participate to the group discussions  

• offer positive and constructive 

feedback and suggestions  

• avoid criticising other students’ 

contributions 

• monitor all messages and encourage 

students to regularly access the 

individual forums, read all the other 

participants’ contributions and 

contribute to the discussion 

• provide individual groups with 

ongoing encouragement and support 

as needed 

• offer positive and constructive 

feedback and suggestions on students’ 

contributions and ideas 

• be respectful of students’ input and 

avoid criticising their contributions 

• ask questions that require further 

clarification of content to encourage 

students’ reflection and a deeper level 

of discussion with others  

• tailor contributions to the different 

linguistic levels and needs of the 

students in the individual groups  

• be aware of the fact that on-campus 

participants might also collaborate in 

face-to-face mode and might not 

always post messages to their 

individual group forum  

• be active in assisting other students 

solve process-oriented issues  

• guide learners in the process of 

negotiating responsibilities if needed  

• allow the groups to solve 

process-oriented issues independently 

but provide assistance on procedural 

matters as needed 

• contribute social messages to the 

group discussion forum  

• post some personal off-task messages 

to individual groups if the levels of 

social engagement are low  

 

Conclusion 
 
This study explored the nature and extent of students’ contributions to the asynchronous text-based CMC 

tools and resources provided to support interaction and collaboration in an online community of foreign 

language learners. This paper has described the context of the intervention, the methodology used and has 

presented an analysis of themes emerging from the data relating to the use of multiple discussion forums in 

an online foreign language learning community. The learning environment described in this study, and the 

design principles and guidelines that emerged from its implementation, will support other language 

educators in the process of developing similar learning environments within their own educational contexts. 
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