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Abstract

This study reports the results of a survey exploring reactions of students at a
university in Osaka, Japan to a collaborative activity, intended to encourage learner
autonomy, creating internet journals (weblogs). Responses indicated students
perceived the activity as enjoyable and useful. Written survey responses indicated two
salient categories of difficulty in the weblogging activity (unequal work from peers and
difficulty with computers) and two positive aspects (usefulness in learning English and
pleasure). Correlational analysis results, while mixed, suggested that students
accustomed to accessing the Internet using mobile phones or having previous
experience writing weblogs in their native language responded less favourably to the
activity.

Introduction

The spread of Internet-facilitated social media is offering unprecedented
opportunities for students to interact outside the classroom. Increasing awareness of
educational possibilities of such media is leading to a shift in the function of computers
in learning, from a framework wherein computers aid students via improved
accessibility to materials to a model where learners, mediated by computers and
teachers, collaborate for mutual construction of knowledge (Francescato, Mebane,
Porcelli, Attanasio & Pulino, 2007; Godwin-Jones, 2003; Holmes, 1998). Internet
journals (weblogs), thanks to their availability and ease of use, appear to hold
especially strong educational potential for language learning. Because weblogs are
available inside and outside classroom settings, they also appear particularly suitable
for fostering learner autonomy.

Autonomy refers to the capacity for taking responsibility for one’s own learning
(Holec, 1981; Little, 1991). Teachers interested in promoting autonomy in their
classrooms often have learners take responsibility for certain stereotypical teacher
prerogatives, such as planning and evaluating of activities (Benson, 2001). Permitting
students to make their own decisions concerning classroom activities is valuable for
learning because it confers both a sense of responsibility and the power of choice upon
the individuals who are developing knowledge from the activities. Research into
teachers’ use of strategies that do not permit student responsibility and choice
demonstrates an undermining of various positive learning qualities, including creativity
and intrinsic motivation (Amabile & Hennessey, 1992; Flink, Boggiano, & Barrett,
1990).

Collaborative tasks are also important to learner autonomy, in their emphasis
on individual responsibility to group performance and on peer support (Jacobs & Hall,
2002). When teacher-independent planning of tasks is accomplished by student
groups, the result appears to be improvement of learning and motivation (Harris &
Noyau, 1990).

Despite the apparent potential that the collaborative creation of weblogs holds
for promoting autonomy and improving learning, possibilities exist too for learner
discomfort. While | trained my students for the activity described in this paper, some



mentioned to me that they felt anxious about having little experience with using the
Internet or with using personal computers to access it (accessing the Internet by cell
phone is common in Japan) and lack of procedural knowledge about using weblogs. |
was surprised to learn that some students had no personal computers or no Internet
providers at home.

It is by no means clear either that allowing students the freedom to
independently accomplish tasks, with the intent of fostering autonomy, will result in
positive learning experiences. It is conceivable, for example, that writing regularly in a
second language, or working in groups to do so, would be so difficult for some students
that the benefits of independent learning would be undermined.

The bulk of published material on weblogs for language learning has
concentrated on explanatory descriptions of their use (e.g. Campbell, 2004; Ward,
2004). Many writers appear to assume, without much substantiation, that learners will
find the experience of independent or near-independent use of weblogs motivating and
beneficial for learning. Such an assumption, unchallenged, could lead teachers to use
weblogs without addressing problems students might have with using them.

The purpose of the present study is to examine student responses to a
collaborative weblog-based activity intended to support learner autonomy.

Method

Participants

The participants were 49 sophomore students (aged 19-21) of two required
English communication classes during the fall semester (September 2006-January
2007) at a private university in Osaka, Japan. In small, self-selected groups,
participants created and wrote weekly entries on weblogs throughout the semester. To
promote interdependence, students were not permitted to work alone.

Groups were responsible for deciding the length and topic of the entries, and for
determining how they organised their group work. To ensure that students could work
as unencumbered as possible by teacher directives, participants were informed that
their entries would be graded solely on whether or not they were completed from week
to week. Entries would not be graded on length or grammatical accuracy.

None of the nineteen groups was mixed-gender. There were eight pairs (five
female, three male), seven triads (four female, three male) and three groups with four
students each (one female, two male).

| set up a main class weblog at http://coolkandaistudents.blogspot.com/, and
linked students’ weblogs to it. As the semester progressed, students made comments
on others’ weblogs and responded to comments written by others on their own
weblogs. These interactions included weblog writers in other cities and countries.

Design and Procedure

A Japanese-language survey, with Likert-scale and open sections, was given to
the students on the last day of class (see Appendices 1 and 2).

The survey consisted of four sections. The first listed 17 positive statements
about the weblog activity to which students were asked to rate their level of agreement
on a 6 point scale. The second section consisted of six items about ways of accessing
the Internet and previous weblog experience, which again students were asked to rate
from 1 (I was never doing this) to 6 (I was doing this almost every day). The third
section asked students to write the relative percentage of times they accessed the
Internet, for any purpose, by personal computer or cell phone. The last section was
comprised of open questions regarding the weblogging experience.


http://coolkandaistudents.blogspot.com/

Results

Closed ltems

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the survey items. No student indicated
experience with non-English and non-Japanese weblogs, so this item was discarded.

Using SPSS for Windows 13 (2005), a split-half Spearman-Brown estimate of
reliability was performed. The coefficient, .883, indicated the survey had satisfactory
reliability.

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Blog Attitude (BA) and Internet Use (IU)
Questionnaire Items

Item M SD N
BA 1 4.02 1.30 49
BA 2 3.02 1.35 49
BA 3 472 1.23 49
BA 4 4.38 1.19 49
BA 5 4.27 1.29 49
BA 6 3.67 1.33 49
BA7 3.96 1.41 49
BA 8 2.50 1.27 49
BA9 3.36 1.31 49
BA 10 3.78 117 49
BA 11 2.26 1.08 49
BA 12 3.78 1.53 49
BA 13 3.54 1.62 49
BA 14 3.44 1.62 49
BA 15 3.62 1.19 49
BA 16 3.78 1.38 49
BA 17 3.76 1.23 49
U1 4.86 1.39 49
U2 4.06 1.85 49
U3 3.60 1.60 49
U4 2.42 1.97 49
U5 1.02 0.14 49

Table 2 shows the relative percentages of time, and the numbers of students
who reported them, accessing the Internet for general use via mobile phone and
personal computer. Students were much more likely to access the Internet using a
personal computer; however, there were 7 students who reported using cell phones
more than fifty percent of the time, and 1 using it 90 percent.

A Pearson correlation coefficient (one-tailed) was calculated between sections
of the survey (Table 3).

Student responses concerning using the Internet via personal computer
instead of a cell phone (IU1) had positive, significant correlations with items expressing
ease with using personal computers (BA9) and with reading weblogs (BA10) and was
negatively correlated with item BA7, relating to enjoyment of writing a weblog and
communicating with others. Participant answers on the item concerning using the
Internet at home (IU2) correlated significantly with items related to computer use (BA9),
and items BA13 and BA14, which concerned comfort with having others read
participants’ own weblog entries. The item regarding accessing the Internet at the
university (IU3) did not correlate significantly with any of the attitude items.



Table 2: Percentage of time accessing Internet by Mobile Phone versus Personal
Computer

Cell Personal Number
Phone  Computer of
Students

0 100 3

5 95 1

10 90 2

20 80 6

25 75 1

30 70 9

40 60 7

50 50 4

60 40 5

70 30 1

90 10 1

100 0 0

Table 3: Correlations between Blog Attitude and Internet Access Questionnaire
Items

U1 U2 U3 U 4 U5
BA 1 .036 .059 .063 -.043 -.335*
BA 2 -.141 -.083 .089 -.195 -.002
BA 3 .036 .026 .014 -.043 -.202
BA 4 -.029 -.020 -.058 -.243 -.167
BA S .048 -.077 -.128 -.097 -.143
BA 6 -122 -113 .064 -.101 -.074
BA7 -.254* -.169 -.016 -373* -.099
BA 8 134 .013 -.181 .029 -.057
BA 9 423" .245* .158 .376* -.150
BA 10 372* 225 .094 201 .027
BA 11 174 .023 .014 .158 .098
BA 12 .236 149 .005 072 .021
BA 13 .253 .290* 124 .068 .041
BA 14 247 .360* 164 .037 -.128
BA 15 .017 .094 122 -.165 -.075
BA 16 -.049 -.011 107 -.267 -.187
BA 17 -.234 -.080 .020 -.346* -.207

*p <.05

Nineteen students (38 percent) reported having previously used weblogs in
Japanese. Reponses to this item (IU4) correlated negatively with those who said
blogging in English was enjoyable because of the ability to communicate with unknown
people (BA7), and correlated positively with the statement that using a personal
computer to write a weblog was simple (BA9). Only one student reported having used a
weblog in English before, and the low Likert scale response on this item suggests this
experience was not substantial. This item (IU5) correlated negatively with item B1
(enjoyment of writing a weblog for learning English).



Open Questions

Every student wrote answers to the open questions. The responses to the
question ‘What did you think of writing a weblog in English?’ were largely positive.
Three respondents (6 percent) expressed unambiguous dissatisfaction. Two
complained of not knowing how to use the computer, and one said that writing in
English was too difficult. One wrote she would have worked harder on the weblog if she
could write using her cell phone. Other students made similar comments, but coupled
them with positive statements, such as ‘At first, it was very difficult; however, after
many times (of writing entries), bit by bit my skill level improved and it became
interesting’. Examples of positive comments included:

Normally outside of class, opportunities to speak English are rare, so writing a
blog in English was very useful.

It made me use a dictionary, and improved my studying.
My English improved and it was fun reading others’ weblogs.

Groups versus Individuals
To the question ‘Would you rather write your class weblogs with a group or as

an individual?’, 14 students (33 percent) indicated they would prefer to work alone, 25
preferred group-work (60 percent) and three (7 percent) responded that it made no
difference. Those preferring to work as individuals generally cited two reasons: difficulty
in arranging times to work together and difficulty with other group members not doing
equitable work. Some of the comments in this category included:

It was inconvenient to meet with the group.

There was a person in the group who did nothing.

(as an individual) | can do it at the time | like.

With a group | need to depend on someone else.

| have a PC at home, so it's more convenient (to work alone).
For the majority of students who answered that they preferred working in groups, the
reasons also fell into two general categories: pleasure and usefulness of doing so.

Comments included:

Others told me how to use a computer, and consulted me about other various
things.

Because doing it alone (would be) difficult.

When | don’t understand something, | can connect with another person.
It was possible to consult with each other.

Because (our group) communicated, our friendship deepened.

It is very motivating and fun to work together.

Connecting with other people in the world made me feel very wonderful.



| thought it was very motivating.

Another indicator of the success of this weblogging activity is that 31 (63
percent) of the participants wrote that they told others outside the class about their
weblogs. To the statement “I plan to continue writing a weblog in English in the future”,
19 students (39 percent) circled either five or six.

Discussion

Participants largely perceived the activity to be useful for improving their
English. Assessing whether improvements in English skills related to the weblogging
activity actually occurred was beyond the scope of this study. The reasons for negative
responses were based on difficulties with using computers and with other group
members not participating responsibly. While the participants were more likely to
access the Internet using personal computers, a minority was more accustomed to
using cell phones. Some of the correlations, particularly in light of the responses to
some of the open questions, suggest a relationship between habitual use of the
Internet with personal computers and ease/comfort with using weblogs in an English
learning activity. However, many of the items related to enjoyment and ease did not
correlate significantly, and one item related to enjoyment actually correlated negatively
with personal computer experience. Mixed responses such as these are difficult to
interpret and might reflect substantially different attitudes between subgroups of
students and the factors in question.

These results have implications for teachers interested in using weblogs in
their classes to promote learning and encourage autonomy. The experiences of this
study’s participants support the premise that having students make essential decisions
about learning tasks is valuable. Written responses indicate that the choices students
made related to interaction with new people, independent language production, and
collaboration with peers on creative tasks suggest that provision of choice facilitated a
sense of ownership in the weblog project and increased motivation. The results also
serve as a caution against assuming every student possesses the necessary abilities
to accomplish learning tasks independently.

A way to assist students who lack experience with personal computers and the
Internet is to hold several class sessions in a computer lab. One potential solution to
problems caused by “freeloaders” is to embed elements of individual accountability into
the collaborative tasks and to explicitly instruct students on how to contend with group
members who are not contributing responsibly.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study was a preliminary look at student attitudes to teacher-independent,
collaborative creation of weblogs. As such, students were not allowed to choose
between writing weblogs alone instead of joining groups, nor in some cases permitted
to use familiar technological means to access their weblogs. Furthermore, while the
item correlations in the survey implied relationships between comfort with the weblog
activity and qualities of it, no follow-up interviews were conducted to attempt to confirm
that these relationships in fact existed. Additionally, the writing produced by the weblog
groups was not examined for grammatical accuracy, lexical sophistication, word count,
or other markers of proficiency. More research is needed to explore group and
individual production of weblogs and student responses to them, and their impact on
student learning.
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Appendix One

Survey (English Version)

Weblog Survey Fall 2006
| am (circle one): male female

| am years old.

My major is

| am a (circle one): freshman sophomore junior  senior

Group/Individual Preferences

Please answer the following questions in English or Japanese.

1. Which would have been better, writing the class blog individually or in a group?
2. Why?

Attitudes Toward Weblogging

1. |l enjoyed using weblogging in my Communication Class.
1 2 3 4 5 6

disagree agree

2. In the future, | plan to continue weblogging in English.
1 2 3 4 5 6

3. | thought writing a weblog in English was a good challenge.
1 2 3 4 5 6

4. Writing a weblog in English helped me improve my English.
1 2 3 4 5 6

5. Writing a weblog in English increased my motivation to study English.

1 2 3 4 5 6
6. | enjoyed writing a weblog in English because | could communicate with people |
knew.
1 2 3 4 5 6

7. | enjoyed writing a weblog in English because | could communicate with people |
didn’t know.

1 2 3 4 5 6
8. Writing a weblog in English was easy.
1 2 3 4 5 6

9. Using a blog with a personal computer was easy.
1 2 3 4 5 6

10. Reading entries written by other students (from my university) was easy.
1 2 3 4 5 6

11. Reading entries written by people outside (my university) was easy.
1 2 3 4 5 6

12. Even if my English was not perfect, | was comfortable about other (my university)
students reading my blog entries and comments.



1 2 3 4 5 6

13. Even if my English was not perfect, | was comfortable about people outside of (my
university) reading my blog entries and comments.
1 2 3 4 5 6

14. Even if my English was not perfect, | was comfortable about native speakers of
English reading my blog entries and comments.
1 2 3 4 5 6

15. | enjoyed using blogs to communicate with students from (my university).
1 2 3 4 5 6

16. | enjoyed using blogs to communicate with people outside of (my university).
1 2 3 4 5 6

17. | enjoyed using blogs to communicate with people outside of my class.
1 2 3 4 5 6

Regarding your experience with computers, blogs, etc., please circle the appropriate
numbers. “1” means “l was never doing this”, and “6” means “l was doing this almost
every day”.

Before September, 2006,
1. I was using the internet with a personal computer (not a cell phone)
1 2 3 4 5 6

2. | was using the internet at home.
1 2 3 4 5 6

3. I was using the internet at the university.
1 2 3 4 5 6

4. | had already weblogged in Japanese.
1 2 3 4 5 6

5. I had already weblogged in English.
1 2 3 4 5 6

6. | had already weblogged in another language (not Japanese or English).
1 2 3 4 5 6

Write a number between 0 and 100 on the line.

1. When | access the Internet, | use a cell phone approximately percent of the
time.

2. When | access the Internet, | use a personal computer approximately
percent of the time.

Additional Questions (you can answer in English or Japanese)
1. What did you think of weblogging in English?

2. How did you organize the writing of your weblog with your group members (did you



meet outside of class? Did you email each other or use some other way to discuss
this?).

Did you tell friends about your weblog? If so, how many friends did you tell?

Please write any suggestions for making this Communication Class better in the
future (in Japanese or English):



Appendix 2

Survey (Japanese Version)
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