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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this action research is to explore the effectiveness of blogs to promote
frequent extra reading practice in a freshman EFL science and technology rgadgrgm at a

public universitySoci ocul t ur al t heor y @emstuctiviimehave made v a | |
us rethink how to approach the learnitegaching process in the twerfiyst century. Are we

really helping our students acquire skills that will be crucial in their futufe® we using
learning resources #t will make them coratt sociculturally and learn from the interactions
among themselves and otheMany of the low proficiency students in this program do not have
regular access to a computer and have not worked with blogs before. There is not only a
perceived socioeconomdivide but differences in skills and knowledge about computers are also
guite noticeable. The materials and activities of three class blogs used during th@@®)7
academic year will be presentexs well as the interactions that went on among stud&asults

show that these online social environments are very well perceived by most students and that
they are quite effective when new ways of learning outside the traditional classroom are
explored.

INTRODUCTION

The use of technology in languagedieiag and learning has been around for many years.
Language | abs, tape recorder s, overhead proje
700s. Computer Assisted Language Learning ( C/
with the use of compat programs while the integration of Information and Communications
Technology (ICT) came to be known in the 9006s
the dynamic World Wide Web and the called webbased tools. Nowadays with the i®of the
Web 2.0 geared towarthdividuals and groups, educational institutions, universities specifically,
have to take advantage of the easy to handle and high potenhakeftechnologies which seem
to fit perfectly in project collaboration and group learning/d, 2008).

Undoubtedly, the use of ICTs has become increasingly important in our classrooms as
part of the English Language Teaching practic
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lives. Why is thatHow many of us start our daily routine by ckimg email accounts or reading

ontline newspapers? How many people use different search enginegvikegoogle.com
www.altavista.com and www.yahoo.comon a daily basis? How many people uéahooor

Hotmail Messengeand Skypeto communicate live with coworkers, friends, relatives, students,

and even unknown people via the web? How many of us have joined online social networks such
asFacelook, Bebo, Flixter, hi®r Ning to create communities of people who share interests and
activities or to bring together groups of pec
interests and activities?

Apart from the widespread use of the Interaetl its applications, the number of hours
students spend on line daily and their abilities to rtatk cannot go unnoticed. Their common
practice and sometimes obsessive use of video games off ditk os striking; and the gap
between those who havecess to technology and those whondbis much wider day by day.

There is an increasingly marked seeimonomical difference between people whoamaputers

and those who do ndt aphenomenonxeper t s i n t hdigita divedla Accerdingr t o &
to Lu (2001) nAthere are great disparities in o
and educational/business opportunities tied to this access between developed and developing

c ount r.l).dnsthis olfsgrvable fact, the rich get riched @ahe poor get poorer, at least with

regard to technology, as the gap between the two widens. The idea originally came about when
comparisons were made in Internet access between rural and urban areas of (Beuzs.

2003;Bucy, 200Q Robinson& Nie, 2003)

There are manifold answers to the question of why the Internet plays an important role in
our daily routines, and more importantly in this article, the reasons why ICTs have gained
importance in the practice of ELT. Some of these reasons have Iseasséid by Dudeney and
Hockly (2007). First, it is a fact that Internet access and broadband are becoming cheaper and
more widely available by means of cable, satetiitavireless connections either at home, at
work, at educational institutions or at cylmafes. Second, since we live in the age of computers,
many young learners are being born and are growing up with technology as a natural and
integrated part of their lives. Third, as an international language, English is being used in
contexts mediatedybtechnology, especially the Internet, as it provides us teachers with new
opportunities for authentic tasks as well as a wide range ofreadg ELT materials. Many
textbooks and teacher resources come with additional materials that encourage the use of
technology in the classroom either by incorporating interactive CD ROMS or by providing links
to various websites where students can reinforce their L2 skills even outside the classroom
without necessarily having to abandon the learning environment. &iesé ideas have come up
from the fact that dAdAby providing digital stud
their needs, they will become more engaged in the learning process and in realizing their
potential 06 (Bedenbaugh, 2006) .

With the pesence of the Internet and computdreost everywhere and in many learning
environments, it is hard to believe that there are still people and professionals from different
fields, teachers included, who are afraid of using technology. These people llace ca
ftechnophobes whi | e dat bom ganexatian has been coined for th
up using technology and who feel at ease and very confident in front of a confsitgpposed
to Aitechbephabéesgy ent hutechrmgekss Now, rageeducatooswe as f
must ask ourselves: Where do we stand? Where do we belong?

Prensky (2001a, 200112005 refers t o thdigidah yative® sstiundceen ttsh e
have no particular accent when speaking about techrnofogyh ey ar e fligitale nt T
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| anguage of comput er s, (Rransky?005,p.8).0a the otharhahd,t he |
he al so rdgitatimmigrant®e Bwketfiose who have come to t
little later A We have adopted maatogy, batsysteliketttwse aviio learh e t e
another language later in lifeew r et a i n beaanse weastlldha&ve dnéfoot in the past. We
will read a manual, for example, to understand a program before we think to let the program
teach itself. Our accentdm the predigital world often makes it difficult for us to effectively
communi cat e wi(Prénskyg ROO5, B)t Inndaayncasgsexperienced teachers are
categorized adigital immigrantswhile young learners are considedkdital natives.

Jukes(2007) from the InfoSavvy Groupas pointed out thatby being DSL- speaking
digital as a second languagemany of us are distracteand disoriented by the multiple,
simultaneous, hyperlinked information souroeiserent to the new technologie. 4). He and
McCain (2008 have come to the conclusionthath e di sconnecti on bet wee
(todaybés students) and Adigital i mmi grants, 0
They speculate that most misunderstandings come from tfexedifes between how digital
students learn and how ndligital teachers teach. After an extensive research that must be
followed by careful reflection, they havisted some differences between digital native learners
(DNL) and digital immigrant teacher®IT). DNLs would rather get information fast from
multiple multimedia sources while DITs prefer to get it slowly from limited sources. DNLs
prefer parallel processing and multitasking but DITs promote singular processing and single
tasking. The first favo processing pictures, sounds and video before text while the second
choose text over pictures, sounds and video. DNLs are used to random access to hyperlinked
multimedia information but DITs give information in a linear way, logically and sequentially.
While DNLs would rather network and interact with many people simultaneously, DITs prefer
students to work independently. DNLs want instant rewards but DITs give delayed gratification.
Digital native learners prefer learning that is pertinent, immediatedjuuand enjoyable but
digital immigrant teachers prefer to teach to the syllabus and standardized tests.

Similarly, researchers from thigerkman Center for Ietnetand Societyat Harvard Law
School and the Research Center for Information Law at the University of St. Gallen in
Switzerland who have been doing research on Digital Nati&\), claim thatnat all youth are
necessarily DNand that being ®N has nore to do with a common global cultukeith certain

characteristicsand experienceselatedto how they

..............................................................

@urBigital Loan dscape ¢ interact with technologies, informatiomne another
; and with others.This group of researchers point out
Bridges : that even subjects whoweremmb or n6dcgnt dl

connectedind updated as much as tfingercrowd,
some of whom might not kmmpletedigital natives
As teachers of the 21Century, we must
visuali ze t he continuum of
‘ technogeekso as well as tha
The ; andt he digit al i mmandHoaeklyt s 0 as
Sl :  (2007) point out, and we must figure out where we
Refugees stand between tke two extremes or if we have
; stepped on the spaces around as clearly illustrated by
sunne 7 \WesleyFryerin Figure 1*

Figure 1. Our Digital Landscape byesleyfrier(Used with Permission)



http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/research/digitalnatives/areallyouthdigitalnatives
http://www.wesfryer.com/default.htm
http://www.speedofcreativity.org/2006/10/21/beyond-the-digital-native-immigrant-dichotomy/
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From the times of Paulo Freire to our days, we haaeted to empower students, give
them more freedom and responsibility about their own learning, and provide them with the right
environment that would foster socioltural and collaborative interaction, promote autonomous
learning and help them learn tea n . The revi g @eas and theVagm ofst ky 6
constructivism and soatoltural theory have led us to rethink how we approach the teaching
learning process in the 2Century and what the role of technology in education is. Are we truly
helping ourstudents learn and practice key skills that will allow them to successfully carry out
successfully their professional, personal and social activities in the near future? Are we really
using educational resources that can provide our students with opipesttm conect among
themselves soctulturally and learn from the interactions between them and other groups?

WHY USE ICTs IN UNIVERSITY COURSES?

The UNESCO World Declaration on Higher Education for th&é@éntury (1998, Article
9) proposes thatin a world undergoing rapid changes, there is a perceived need for a new
studerroriented vision of education in which the responsibility of higher education institutions is
to prepare students to turn intg-to-date and highly motivated citizens who cananalyze
problems, look for possible solutiorthjnk critically and accept social respondittes. It states
clearly thatheweducational practicesill entailnewways of teaching and learnicgupled with
new methods of testing that wikncouragememoy capabilities as well as powers of
comprehension, skills for practical work and creativity.

Article 11, referred to the Potential and Challenge of Technology, discusses how the
rapid breakthroughs in ICTs will revolutionize the way knowledge is devel@meplired, and
delivered in the near future by drawing attention to the fact that new technologies offer
opportunities for innovation on course content and teaching methods and to broaden access to
higher level learning.

This declaration proclaims that éwledge should be made accessible to everyone
through the creation of new | earning environnm
making full use of ICTs for educational purposes, particular attention should be paid to removing
the grave inequdies which exist among and also within the countries of the world with regards
to access to new information and communication technologies and to the prodfction
correspondi(Argle I2eSeatian ICt ¥)s 0

WHY USE ICTs IN LANGUAGE CO URSES?

Second and foreign language teaching have been deeply impacted by ideas concerning
learner centeredness, learner empowerment, learner autonomy, learner independence, learner
awareness and learner motivation under a curricula designed followimgitlegles of social
interaction, collaboration, social constructivism and those of teaching our students how to learn.
Pinkman (2005) says that @AOnce | earners take
able to capitalize on learning enwwoents both in and out of the classroom, hopefully making
themlifel ong and ef f(p I@)iwkichts eXaclyawhat Bigher @ducation institutions
worldwide have been pursuing since the 1998 UNESCO declaration.
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As a result, the creation of envmments that motivate our students to continue learning
outside the classroom has become a responsibility for foreign language teachers, especially those
teaching at university level. So, why not take advantage of the fact that ICTs and Internet tools
can ke adopted or adapted to provide students with opportunities to learn, practice and foster
communication and interaction beyond the boundaries of their classroom?

WHY BLOGS?

Weblogs or blogs are online personal journals which have been in cyberspac£998.
In August of 1999 the release Blogger,a free blog hosting service, led to the rapid growth of
these sites (Blood, 2002). Later, blogs extended into various professional areas especially
journalism and business. The cover story of the firsuasof Fortune magazine in 2005
introduces 10 t ec,hantdr ebnldosg st or awnakt cahs itnh e2 Of0i 5r s t
searchengine and measurement firm Technoraior t une r eport s, 23, 00C
created every dalyor about oneevgr t hr e e 34).dNo wahdenthe @yihor claims that
blogs have become a force that businesaaaafford to ignore.

Conejo (2006) refers to a blog as a website where regular updating takes place. The
posting of various entries is arranged in clotogical order, usually published from the latest to
the oldest. Blogs may share a specific theme and their content can be collected and posted by one
or more authors. They are also used to organize links to other webpages which may host videos
and podcast Blogs generally include the option of allowing members and visitors to comment
on the posts, thus promoting the interaction between users without the need to open discussion
forums or threads.

In this particulaexperienceblogs were used as open s@iand easy to handle webtools.
Even people with little technical background can take part in the creation, managing and
maintenance of a blog. Blogs allow teachers and students to upload content pertinent to their
courses on the web and reach out to peppdeiding opportunities to promote stud¢eacher,
studentstudent, and studeothers interactions. Another reason for using blogs is that posts are
published instantly, without much time investment. Blogs are accessible to all who might be
interested n making contributions in a relatively lengthy period of time, without moving
physically or attending faet-face (f2f) classes. Besides, blogs have proven to be of great use in
foreign language courses because images, songs, podcasts, and videos pladsel $0
students can be exposed to them in a real multimedia environment (Car2@@)12004; Dieu,
2004; Grewling, 2004).

According to Grewling (2004) the biggest reason for using blogs in language teaching is
the way they are set up because theytenparticipation and have the potential to democratize
the classroom since each student is given the chance to participate equally. Grewling (2004) also
brings up the fact that issues |like fAishynesso
and, furthermoret hat qui eter studentsdé participation i
also be accessed practically anytime and anywhere so contributors can post and comment at their
own convenience and determine their own pace and level ofladidn (Grewling, 2004). This
same author and Pinkman (2005) state that blogs give students more control over their own
learning, and, when created by students themselves, blogs can also give students the ownership
of a personal space, a sense of belogpghat is not so easily achieved in f2f environments.
ParashaPanday(2007) assures that blogs offer many benefits to our students since they help to
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enhance the skills of communicating, sharing, analyzing, reflecting, reading, writing, keeping
records ad promote collaboration among growps. Then why not use blogs in our foreign
language classrooms, even if the main skill to practice is restricted to reading?

The present study explored how blogging could be implemented to practice reading skills
at afreshman EFL program and to measure its effectiveness in that particular context. Data was
also collected on studeitparticipation as well as their perception about this educational
resource.

THE STUDY

This action research was carried out throughofiillaacademic year with five intact
sections selected at random from a pool of 25 sections for a total population of around 625
students registered in a freshman EFL reading program. One class blog was createddfor each
the three course levels and waveloped as the course progressed depending on the needs and
perceived interests of the students, course content and reading strategies to be practiced.

Beforepresenting the study in detall, it is necessary to describe the EFL reading program
which is arequirement for all engineering and basic science students at this university. The USB
FirstY e ar English Programdés main objective 1is
allow all freshman students to understand technical and scientific textsnwri English. The
aim is to enable them to apply such strategies in their professional studies. In fact, the general
objectv e of t he Pr oAtitha end of tha toerses, studants :will Ife able to read
technical and scientific texts with floey and precision, using the most appropriate strategy to
t hat effect | Evenif repding eomprehension iistthe thain objective, the other
three linguistic skill§ aural compehension, speaking and writihgare used as reinforcers.
Professorseak English in class and motivate students to practice it as much as they can.

In order to allow for a better understanding of the data in this study, the materials used in
the courses will be briefly described. The program is made up of three cohisbdast twelve
weeks each. In each course, there are four hours of reading practice a week for a total of forty
eight hours each term. A reading strategies guide is used during the first two courses to help
students become aware, practice and develogimgastrategies such as identifying the topic,
topic sentence, main idea and details; distinguishing major and minor details; understanding
referents, compound words and signal words, etc. A reading guide is compiled for each level
containing authentic sentific and technical texts selected by language department professors.
Worksheets with exercises developed by them are also included in each guide. In the first two
courses, the texts are selected according to rhetorical functions frequently foundhtificscie
writings such as description, definition, classification, compastgorirast, chronology, process,
causeeffect, hypothesis and argumentation. Practice in reading texts which contain such
functions is carried out during the first and second triexestWorksheets supply practice for
identifyingthe mainand e condar y i d espsrpogenTheytalbogprowade practice id
vocabulary, synonyms, cognates and false cognates, guessing meaning from context, practicing
metacognitive skills and congiing graphic organizers, among other activities.

In the third level, the reading guide is structured into three main topics: the universe, the
evolution of man and atrtificial intelligence. This course provides more extensive reading with
longer texts foithe expected application of the skills practiced by students in the two previous
courses. Parallel to the use of these reading guides, there is audiovisual lab material specifically
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designed to go along with scientific audiovisual material selected aegotdi rhetorical
functions for the second course, and to themes for the third course. There is one lab session every
other week in the fourth hour of class.

THE METHOD
Participants

A total of 119 female and male undergraduate-fiesir students witn age ranggom
17 to 22 at Universidad Simén Bolivar in Caracas, Venezuela participated in this study. They
belonged to 5 intact classes selected at random and all of which had access to the three class
blogs, one for each level, that we know of, simaeh blog was public and invited former
students to visit the next blog, even if they were in a different class section.

Instruments
ClassBlogs

During the first week of every term, a class blog was open&logaper Several links
related to the rhetorical functions or the content of each course and links for reading practice
were posted in the sidebar. The first three blog posts included a general welcome message,
instructions on how to write commentstke entries and a slideshow about the brain, its features
and how it affects learning. From there on, instructors selected topics and activities to reinforce
concepts covered in class or additional materials to extend the content of a specific topic or
at i cles that would call studentsdé attenti on.

As the academic year progressed, each new group of students was more willing to
participate actively in the blog and made more efforts to post their comments in English by
themselves, or with the help of friendsfamily members. This information was mentioned by
some students in class with no negative reinforcement or prohibition from the part of teachers.
Students were free to write either in Spanish or English without additional credit for writing in
EFL.

Instructors frequently mentioned topics in the blog posts and motivated students who had
read the posts or done the activities to share their experiences with the class. The number of
comments was counted for each student at the end of each course andwité tme highest
number got the top grade for that section of the course evaluation, which was never more than
5%. The rest of the students got a corresponding grade according to their comments.
Questionnaires were completed by students in the secondhissh@aurses during the last two
weeks of the term.

Each blog contained widgets: an online dictionary, a world map, links to other websites,
and a Cbox chat board used to post quick and brief messages to the class. Students became used
to writing in the clat area whenever they had a question or wanted help from the teacher or
classmates.


https://www.blogger.com/start
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Course 1 (IDX:111): fiKeeping in Touch: Our Class Cyberspace to Stagr@cted
SepDec 2007

The class blogwas opeed to 48 students who belonged to two intact grolips.
evaluation sheetfo t hi s cour se
contributions to the class blog by recommending sites to improve reading, sharing interesting
materids, making comments to blog entries, giving advice to classmates, writing blog posts or
anything students could think of and which would benefit the group. At the end of the course the
blog had 50 posts, 228 commehtmostly written in Spanisé 1603 visits, 7 documents to be
downloaded, 6 links in the sidebar, and a place to find contemiv(@nswers.comnplus 112
exchanges in the Cbhox.

Although the course was structured around the rhetorical functions of definition,
description, comparison and contrast and classification, some of the topics in the posts were
intended to make students become aware of their learning strategies in general, their EFL reading
strategies in particular, how they used dictionaries and hogo tabout learning vocabulary.

Other topics were about how to write comments in the blog, how the brain works, sites for
reading practice and formal communications from university authorities regarding cancellation
of classes and exams due to the politsifiation of the country before the referendum on
changes to the national constitution on DecemBérMost posts were written in English and a

few of them in Spanish. Sometimes key words had their translation in Spanish in parenthesis or
had a link to 6 meaning. Since this is the first course in this reading program and students lack
vocabulary in English, it was decided to have a tool which would translate the words of the blog
into Spanish if students wanted to read it in their native language d tfe@cunderstanding of

some words from the context. It was freely prodidgy Lingro and it works by providing the
translationof unknown words at one clickge Figure 2 for a post sample from this blog and

S ome

studentsé comment

s poiats wodld le lyigen if students matlee x t r a

S

Figure 2. Sample ofiD1-111 Blog Post and @nments

Help your brain help you
This week, we discussed some of the ways your brain needs you in order to function
more efficiently and help you learn. Here is a powerpoint presentation with more
information on the subject.

After you watch it, write a comment on the information you found most surprising,
interesting or helpful to you and why.

representations
formed in early life

TN I b o {aa 5
email post embed s W Y ¥ Slideshare

7:44 PM 13 COMMENTS LINKS TO THIS POST [,;]

2 dani.usb said...
La pagina estd realmente completa, Contiene muchos datos
que son de ayuda, no sdlo para la materia de inglés, sino
que es de mucha ayuda en otros aspectos,
También tiene muchas lecturas que ayudan a enriquecer
nuestro vocabulario de inglés.

Daniela Jiménez!

October 7, 2007 8:09 P

2 monik said...
| think the slide is very interesting and attractive, it contain
schematic information and it use engaging colors, this help
us to memorize the contents.
The theme "Help your brain help you" is very important and
adequate at the matter because it toast us the oportunity of
to care our brain and use it 100 percent.
The slide has information about the tips for to memorize
and to study better and | add to listen my favorite music
while | study for concentrate me better,

October 8, 2007 4:01PM

Ananumatie eaid

gj Listo % ® Internet
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As mentioned above, there was an irregular situation in the country from the end of
October until the beginning of December 2007. Classes were cancelled frequently due to
studentsodé i nvol ve me ndgwasithe mdansitolstayairctouchoWren tikered t h
was news that could be of interest to students (institutional messages or actions from the student
movement) it was posted in the blog, as seen in Figure 3. Activities were assigned in the blog
which students ampleted on paper and left them in the teaehdniversity mailbox. Answers
were posted in the blog and the teacher kept a record of completed assignments for each student.
Most of the assignments came from the two guides regularly used by studentslifg rea
strategies guide and a scientific and technical texts reading guide with exercises). Since class
hours turned into consultation hours, student
office to be individually tutored.

Figure 3. Sample oNews of hterest to Sudents

es importante que tomemos conciencia de la situacion y
salgamos a la calle a protestar pacificamente como sefial
para demaostrar nuestra nsatisfaccion hacia la reforma que
se quiere implantar... ...

Gabriel....

Human chain along a Caracas freeway J anonymous said... L

Movember 16, 2007 652 Pi

@ hala fawzi said...

Hello Berta and students, E|
What a nice blog you have here!!l am Hala, an

EFL teacher Fram Sudan and a friend of your

teacher Berta,

You are lucky to have Berta as your teacher.Wark ahrd with
blogs as it is indeed a rewarding experience.

Movember 17, 2007 3:06 P

2 anonymous said...
| think that they are right, is not just abaut try to convence
people to vote NO. The important thing in here s to informe
the penple about the reform, in that way theyl know the

2tudents opposed to the reforms held protests including & crowd that formed a human chain
along a Caracas freeway ..

CARACAS, Venezuela, nov. 14 (UPL) - Students frorm different universities protested this posibles consequences of the changes that the reform

Wednesday forming a human chain along a freeway in Caracas. The chain spread over propose, so the peaple could have their own opinion about
hundreds of blocks and every 5 meters a student held a poster with an article of the reform and || 5, ["l
its future consequences and implications, @] c% © Intemet

Alexis Cabrera, president of the student center of Universidad Simén Eolivar said that more
thawn rmatactine tha ahiactizra wae bainforre ahont tha vafreea and b ik uen1d 2 fFant tha livee

Course2 (ID1-112):iLet 6 s Keep i n Touch: EST Course for
Jan-Mar 2008

This class blogvas opened to 21 students who belonged to just one caatsensin the
evaluation sheet for the course it was stated that 10% of the total course evaluation was going to
be made up of attendance, classwork, homework and contributions to the class blog throughout
the term. Students could contribute to the clidsg by recommending sites to improve reading,
sharing interesting materials, making comments to blog entries, giving advice to classmates,
writing blog posts or anything students could think of and which would benefit and/or be useful
to the group.


http://readingatusb2.blogspot.com/
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At the end of the course the blog had 25 posts, 196 comments, 1828 visits, 124 Cbox
exchanges and 19 links in the sideblsliost posts were very closely related to the content
covered in class which was structured around these rhetorical functions: chromotmpss,
causeeffect, hypothesis and argumentation. For example, if the general area was on chronology
and there had been a reading about the life of Einstein, the blog post would have a short video
about the scientist with a question that had studemigpare the information in the reading to the
one in the video. Students would then write their answers in the comments area of that particular
post. If there had been a reading on process and what happens to our body when we drink
alcohol, for instance, gre would be a link or more to readings on alcoholism in college and how
to avoid it. If the opportunity arose to link activities to real situations, a post was written such as
the time when the teacher had back pain and students had to watch a slidedbtintine the
cause and give reconamdations to relieve the paireésFigure 4 below).

Figure 4. Sample of Readlife Situation st

An innovative tool of this particular class blog was a text to speech function for every
blog postsupplied f r e ©digga Btudertis orally made comments in class about this tool,
especially because there were words in the posts that they did not know how to pronounce or
because they could read and listen to the post content simultaneoudlyerAiool that students
enjoyed was the widget for songseéFigure 5). Since the topic was related to cause and effect
and hypothesis, and some students had already mentioned a connection between songs and
language learning, a post was written about¢hsnnect i on and onedbds favo
music. Students were asked about this and some provided their favorite song names, which were



