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Collaboration & Communication 

Our design team is a collection of experienced and educated individuals from around the 

world who are currently studying at the University of British Columbia (UBC): 

 Alan Pronger, western Canada.  

 Daphne Cockerill, western Canada.   

 Gary Bartanus, Korea.   

 Mark Bates, eastern Canada.   

 Yuki Ichimura, Japan.   

We coordinated our project planning with the seventeen-hour time difference between 

locations.  We communicated with Google tools such as Gmail, Google+ Hangouts, Google+ 

screen sharing, and Google Drive. 

Key Frameworks 

Project Focus 

Our project’s goal was to build an online course by March 31, 2013, to instruct and 

support adult, intermediate-level English as a second-language (ESL) learners on how to 

communicate confidently and effectively in English in online spaces. Our online course, 

Learning English Through Blogging (LETB), is located on a Canvas Instructure learning 

management system (LMS) platform with a supplemental blog located at 

www.ccct.dreamhosters.com. (See Appendix A for screenshots of the two course websites for 

LETB.)  Our course will facilitate the development of written communication and multimodal 

literacy in online, interactive spaces. The learners in our LETB course will be adult ESL students 

attending higher education and university English Language Programs (ELP), with the 

prerequisites of intermediate English language level and intermediate computer skills. 
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This paper will explain our design process and provide an overview of the key elements, 

features, and frameworks for our LETB course by:  

1. Identifying our students and their learning needs through a brief literature review of ESL 

students in college-level courses.  

2. Summarizing our instructional analysis of the needs of ESL students, and identifying the 

learning objectives we chose to pursue in our course.  

3. Outlining the social constructivist learning theory used to shape the online learning 

environment we developed.  

4. Outlining the rationale used for selecting and designing instructional materials, tools and 

learning management systems (LMS) used in developing the course based on our 

instructional analyses, learning objectives and learning theories.   

5. Summarizing the framework of our learning environment and formative and summative 

assessment strategies for evaluating student success in this course.  

6. Summarizing our group and individual reflections on the design process.  

Our Students 

Prior to developing our learning objectives and the design of our course, we performed a 

literature review to profile college-level ESL learners. Colleges and universities in the North 

America embrace a great number of ESL students, including international students and recent 

immigrants. Those students enrolled in a regular university courses have succeeded in passing an 

English language test, such as TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language), which is a 

prerequisite for enrollment in college courses. Still many ESL students face difficulties in 

English communication in academic and social situations.   

Researchers suggest that students’ difficulties in practicing English are attributed to 
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linguistic and sociocultural factors (Ambe, 2011). ESL students face the linguistic challenges of 

listening to lectures and operating in a distinct language environment for academic courses. A 

lack of background cultural knowledge makes learning more difficult for ESL students as many 

lack effective learning strategies and good preparation for lectures. ESL students who are not 

versed in the North American social, political and economic cultures have difficulties drawing a 

shared experience with other students (Huang, 2005).  

Other research on ESL students learning at the Intensive ELPs at Canadian universities 

suggests that student concerns include insufficient time during class periods, insufficient error 

correction, and unhelpful classroom activities. The participants of the study were more motivated 

outside the classroom and sought learning opportunities through the Internet and local church 

activities (Nakaprasit, 2010). Students’ instrumental motivation or desire to learn a language is 

for practical reasons. After completing an English program, students expect to use their English 

skills for socialization in business, with native speakers, and in their daily lives. To compensate 

the current ELP, students seek opportunities to learn metacognitive and social features outside 

the classroom (Nakaprasit, 2010). 

ESL students in higher education have diverse ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. Some 

research suggests that college level ESL courses provide limited skills instruction (Ambe, 2011). 

To motivate ESL learners, personalized learning practices used with learners’ active participation 

is recommended. During instruction, dividing the structure of existing programs, such as courses 

for reading and separate courses for writing, should be integrated (Nakaprasit, 2010).  Academics 

have often discussed the instructional approach for diverse English classrooms in face-to-face 

settings. The emphasis is placed on involving a number of instructional methods including 

student interactions and linking concepts to students’ background experiences for a diverse 
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student population (Echevarria, 2005). 

For culturally diverse classrooms found in many university-level courses, constructivist 

learning approaches, including social engagement with others, are found to be effective. 

Although socializing with native speakers could speed up language acquisition, ESL students in 

higher education have less chance of socializing.  ESL students spend extensive periods of time 

studying regular courses as well as establishing friendship with native speakers (Ambe, 2011). 

One study with international students in a Canadian university suggests that enhancement of 

English comprehension in post-secondary contexts should emphasize the social domain (Parks 

and Raymond, 2004). 

Today’s students live in a social context where open online education and global social 

communication are readily available without geographical constraints.  This drives a growing 

need for developing effective online communication skills. A survey on university ESL 

students discovered that although 67.1% of the participants used a social networking site, only 

34.2% had used them in English.  Over half of the students wanted to try using a social 

networking site in English and about three-quarters thought it would help them improve their 

English ability (Millington and Smith, 2002).  

For ESL students, the English language can be a barrier for participating in social media 

opportunities.  Although ESL college students use social media in their native language, their 

use in English is limited. This may be because they learn English writing primarily for 

academic purposes and there is less opportunity to learn English for social media use. Social 

media is increasingly being used by students for course work collaboration, and by faculty to 

support teaching and learning (Dabbagh and Kitsantas, 2012). Garrett and Cutting (2012) also 

reveal that, "participants found value in social networking tools for education as a natural 
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extension of their existing communication strategies and habits" (p. 4). Thus, writing English in 

online social contexts is a particular area of skill development identified as important for 

improving academic and social success in a number of contexts. 

Instructional Analysis and Learning Objectives 

As described above, our students have multicultural backgrounds, and their prior 

instruction approach for English learning may be different than North American students. As 

intermediate-level students, our students can read and understand basic English, but need more 

practice to increase reading and writing fluency. The characteristics of our students are similar to 

those discussed by Lieshoff, Aguilar, McShane, Burt, Peyton, Terrill, & Van Duzer (2004) 

discussed: 

The population of adult English language learners is diverse. These adults may 

range in age from 16-year-olds who are not attending high school to adults in 

their 90s. They may be permanent residents, naturalized citizens, legal 

immigrants, refugees and asylees, and undocumented immigrants. They have a 

variety of educational backgrounds, ranging from no education at all to 

advanced degrees (p. xi). 

Based on the above learner analysis, we planned our course design to allow for diverse 

cultural and social experiences, encourage fluency through open-ended tasks where students 

can share their individual backgrounds and experiences, and provide a flexible schedule to 

accommodate university-level ESL students’ busy schedules. 

For this course, we decided that learning should occur in an exclusively online learning 

context in which the students can complete course modules within their already busy academic 

and work schedules. We chose an online learning environment to not only provide flexibility for 
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our students, but to also encourage the development of English skills in online contexts, an area 

we identified as a barrier for many ESL students in the above literature review. As our target 

students are already engaged in academic studies at a Canadian college or university, they are 

challenged to gain literacy and online language skills as part of their enculturation into Canadian 

social and academic life. 

After analyzing our students’ academic and social needs, we surmised that the use of 

personal and reflective online blogs would best meet the learning needs of our students. 

WordPress was chosen as the blogging platform to support our Canvas content management 

system as it is a worldwide leader in that area. (See Appendix B for reasons for using 

WordPress.)  Language learning through communication on blogs and other social media 

platforms is an authentic, socially-situated practice.  Nicholas, Rossiter and Abbott (2011) 

explained that ESL students increase their knowledge of vocabulary and grammar when they 

have the opportunity to explain and write their own stories.  Blog writing leads to the 

development of journal production in which students have the opportunity to voice their 

opinions.  The structure, form, and expression of digital reading and writing in the social media 

context are basic knowledge for achieving this objective.  Peer-feedback will help develop 

students’ communication and English writing and reading skills. A variety of multimedia will 

stimulate students’ interest and improve their oral communication skills. 

To enhance learning for this diverse group of learners, andragogy, which encourages self-

directed, experiential, and transformational learning is referred (Cercone, 2008). Multimodal 

media and blogs can also benefit language development (Gedera, 2011). Blogging allows 

students to share their writing in an authentic, interactive social environment that motivates 

students to improve their writing (Bakar, 2009). Multimodal online classes meet a variety of 
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learning styles as a way of increasing the learners’ confidence (Ware, 2004). Combined with 

structured learning plans, students can collaborate, discuss, exchange ideas and receive 

instantaneous feedback, which, as seen below, are important tenants of the social constructivist 

learning theory used to develop our online learning environment. 

Thus, based on the above learner and instructional analysis, we chose to pursue the 

following course learning objectives as participants will: 

 Learn to create, navigate, and maintain their own blog site, by understanding English 

written instruction and comprehension of tutorial videos. 

 Learn the form of blog writing and communicative English writing production in context 

of social media. 

 Examine multimedia use for digital publishing through integrating images, audio and 

videos into their blog post. 

 Analyze, discuss and respond to other blog posts created by peers, by commenting on 

other student blogs. 

 Develop their English writing skills for gaining fluency, expression, confidence, and 

effective structure through online interaction, as well as reading skills for comprehending 

various styles of English materials such as online journals, technical instructions, 

academic articles and blogs. 

 Be immersed in online social interaction through blogs and potentially other social media 

to understand the value of collaboration online. 

Theoretical Foundations: Social Constructivism 

To support our students in pursuing the above learning objectives, we chose to develop 

our course around a social constructivist learning framework.  Social constructivism is 
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experiential and emphasizes meaningful acquisition of knowledge in authentic learning 

environments. Through the design of our LMS and blog environments, students will navigate 

through a number of stages (or modules) with limited direct guidance/feedback from the 

instructors.  Emphasis will be placed on peer-evaluation and -support. 

We feel Jonassen’s (1999) model is the most relevant to the design of our learning 

environment.  Jonassen’s ideas and constructivist learning model is based on reality, authentic 

tasks, collaboration, social learning and case-based learning.  Jonassen’s learning model is also 

based on solving a problem/project in the social context.  Our course objectives are similar as it 

focuses on the development of communication through Web 2.0 technologies, such as creating 

and maintaining a personal blog. These learning outcomes require students to make judgments 

about solving a problem and defending their decisions by responding to their peers’ feedback 

(Jonassen, 1999). 

In this context, the role of the instructor is to encourage collaboration and provide 

constructive feedback and support.  Our LMS will describe a project for the students (i.e. to 

create, develop and continually update their own blog each week of the course). The instructor 

will offer some support through scaffolding and coaching to help students to continue to improve 

and build on their writing skills. Yet, as we encourage ESL students of similar knowledge and 

skill level to have meaningful interaction and learning processes with each other during online 

interactivities, an emphasis will be placed on peer-support and -evaluation to help students in our 

learning community improve within their zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 

1978). This will be achieved through peer feedback written on replies to posts on student blogs 

(a requirement of the course).  

The benefits of using social media to promote this type of learning is further discussed by 
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Tay and Allan (2011): 

The benefits of social media for learning emerge because these technologies 

promote a way of learning in which students construct their knowledge as a 

consequence of engaging with, discussing, and re-expressing the material to be 

learned, rather than just acquiring and repeating that content, and more 

importantly do so in a combined, or collected manner – one individual cannot 

learn as well as many working together (p. 155). 

When students submit their writing to a real-time audience in the real world, they can be 

evaluated by their peers who share similar goals (Lave & Wenger, 1990; Brown & Collins & 

Duguid, 1989). As explained further below, we will be encouraging peer scaffolding with 

periodic contributions from the instructor to support skill development and ensure students 

maintain focused on each of their modules. 

The instructional grounds of the social constructivist perspective define knowledge as a 

process of students’ constructing meaning from their past experiences in a social context (Baker 

& Ismail, 2009).  Within the ESL instruction methodology, a task-based approach is chosen.  It 

focuses not only on language, but also on the learning process and enhancement of the learner’s 

personal experiences (Nunan, 2004). The writing process helps create awareness for socializing 

and working with others (Boas, 2011).  In addition to technological fluency, the New Literacy 

(Lankeshear, 2006) skills students practice includes and introduces skills of production, 

distribution and interaction for online practice. While providing guiding materials and writing 

activities, course modules will emphasize and encourage personal choice when choosing the 

exact topic to write on. This design choice builds on studies that argue that giving ESL learners 

various choices in learning activities helps stimulate their interest and increases their learning 
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development (Gedera, 2011). 

Cognitive apprenticeship occurs when a teacher encourages students to apply strategies to 

a relevant goal such as developing English language skills.  Our course design will use the 

cognitive apprenticeship principle of reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1984) to allow the 

teacher to model, scaffold, and coach students to apply English writing and reading strategies to 

their peers’ work. As students become more successful in reviewing each other’s work, they will 

require less support from their instructor.  

As students create and maintain their own blogs, which are visible to other students in 

their cohort, our learning environment will promote situated learning in authentic 

contexts.  Students write their own blogs and comment on their peers’ blogs, just as people do in 

the real world.  Learning also occurs through cultures, contexts and activities.  By encouraging 

students to peer-edit and comment on each other’s writing, we will be building a culture of 

accountability and support to encourage students to improve their English writing skills. Students 

will build a sense of community as they interact with peers. This is a result of a student’s online 

collaboration activities, which is also called building a community of practice (Barab & Duffy, 

2000).  

Digital spaces also facilitate social connections across geographical barriers (Leander et 

al., 2010).  We hope to help ESL students become enculturated into a community of practice by 

providing an authentic space for them to develop English skills with peers.  This reflects 

Wenger’s (1998) concerns of identities and modes of belonging. Our aim is to create a computer-

supported intentional learning environment by encouraging students to form a collaborative 

community that contributes to each other’s knowledge (Driscoll, 2005).   



A PROJECT TO DESIGN    13 

Criteria and Rationale for Selected Instructional Technologies 

This design project focuses on the three main areas of knowledge for instruction: English 

language, technological procedure and skills, and digital literacy (including communication and 

collaboration) in developing English communication of students through Web 2.0. A student’s 

primary educational activities are to create meaningful and personal blogs with both text-based 

and multimedia content, to comment on posts and to interact in online activities. To achieve our 

learning objectives through the above learner analysis and social constructivist theoretical 

foundation, our online learning environment must have: 

 An accessible area for learners to work on their writing skills at any time and location. 

 The ability to provide feedback, technical tutorials, and a supportive environment to 

reduce technological anxiety around writing and working on the Internet. 

 Modules/lessons that encourage critical thinking and autonomy among all the learners’ as 

they draw on prior knowledge to build new knowledge together. 

 Direct instruction that provides skills for a socially situated and authentic way of writing. 

 The ability for instructors to set up, monitor and tutor blogs by posting course 

information and assignments and providing various resource and self-study links. 

 A space for students to do free writing and join forum discussions by creating learner 

blogs either individually or as a group. 

 The ability to create blogs as the platform for project-based language learning. 

 An online bulletin board for messages, discussions and forums. 

 Lessons with information on privacy, safety, risks and digital footprint internet activities. 

 Modules explaining the blog’s purpose, best practices and examples. 

        To achieve our instructional goals, we chose Canvas by Infrastructure 
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(www.instructure.com) LMS for our course site and WordPress (wordpress.com) as the main 

hub of the instructional blog environment and learning portal. The Canvas LMS will be 

integrated seamlessly with blogs, multimedia and other collaborative online learning tools. The 

Canvas platform was chosen both for its ease of use and for its open source, adaptable 

technology.   

 

Figure 1. Diagram of the LETB learning management environment. 

The WordPress blog at www.ccct.dreamhosters.com will include tutorial sections to 

assist students with building, developing and maintaining a specific personal interest blog using 

clearly articulated assignment requirements.  It will also serve as a model of the standard of 

writing and expression we hope students will achieve. While both platforms are fully capable of 

hosting a course site on its own, the integration of both systems are necessary to accommodate 

the above learning environment requirements. The Canvas system lacks a blog-like feature (an 
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important feature to include for a course focused on blogging), while WordPress lacks a 

workable system for recording and displaying student assessment.   

 

Figure 2. Diagram of the LETB course workflow. 

Creating and maintaining a blog site with multimedia integration requires a basic 

understanding of the relevant technology including familiarity with ‘netiquette’, internet safety 

issues and key aspects of blog design.  Our online environment includes both written and video 

tutorials to support students’ awareness in these areas.  For some ESL students, comprehension 

may be more attainable through printed text rather than through an audio script.  For others, a 

video tutorial would be easier to understand.  We will include some redundancy of tutorial 

content so learners will have a choice to focus on either text or audio-visual media--whichever 

best suits their individual learning style.   

The students’ final step will be to adapt the information they learn from the tutorials to 

building their own blogs and multimedia events--both for this course and for their own 

personal/professional development. Weekly modules will expose students to relevant 

information in blog writing and English language development, and provide open-ended 

reflective questions in their own blogs or the Canvas discussion forum depending on the week’s 

assignment. Since we are referring largely to social constructivism in developing our course, 
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students will also be required to read and provide feedback to their peers’ posts in the form of 

comments on blogs during each week of the course.  

For enhancing interactions through blog comment features, we would propose, though we 

did not initiate in our project, to invite volunteers (ESL teachers in training) from university’s 

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages program (TESOL). The volunteer teachers 

would be a real world example for students by leaving comments and advice on our students’ 

blog sites. This will help model language for the students, as well as encouragement to them to 

write new posts.  We did not add this to our project at this time as it requires special setup and 

permissions. 

We feel it is important to protect privacy and provide a secure work environment in 

which learners feel safe to experiment and write freely. In this course, our blog site has been 

configured to discourage search engines from cataloguing allowing a certain level of privacy. 

Normally, outside of our course, blogs are a public space. Students are advised if they put a blog 

post on the Internet, it will stay on the Internet. In addition, the information on the blog is 

searchable. In a course section, we tell students to think of their privacy and security in the 

online environment. Although this may alter the authenticity of creating public blogs free to the 

public, restricting access to our class will help build a community of practice and restrict privacy 

issues for students practicing their English skills. 

To provide maximum transparency and promote student ownership of their learning 

outcomes, the course will also include full student access to all grading rubrics, assignment 

submission tools, and up-to-date grade results. Rubrics have been custom designed to grade the 

best five of a student’s individual weekly blogs; the enhanced group blog and a student’s two 

discussion blogs. (See Appendix C for sample rubric.) 
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Student blog posts throughout the course will act as an electronic portfolio to assess the 

progression of learning and verify effectiveness of our course in helping students improve their 

online written English language skills. Students also have the opportunity to reflect on their own 

work and that of their peers throughout the course through course module assignments.  

During the students’ initial welcome posts in the first course module, students introduce 

their own learning and personal backgrounds.  This will serve as an initial diagnostic assessment 

gauge for the instructors to see which areas of English language development most need to be 

facilitated. The students’ weekly posts and comments on their peer’s blogs will also serve as 

formative assessment of student progression throughout each week of the course. Finally, student 

blogs will be assessed as a whole as a summative, final project.  Surveys are also available on the 

course site for student self-assessment. 

To verify if our design allows our students to increase their English communication 

skills, we will examine how a students’ English improves in their blog posts throughout the 

course, especially at the start and the end of the course. We also use the course software tools to 

observe each student’s participation by the number of posts and comments to posts. The number 

and types of student enquiries we have about how to use the course will also be an indicator if 

students are able to progress through the course without additional instruction.   

Before release of our course for use, we verified if our course is working in the manner 

we expected by conducting a test trial of use of our course with an end user.  Although this pilot 

program was with only one person, as a design team we felt this feedback was very informative. 

We asked an adult intermediate ESL learner to tryout our LETB course as a potential student. At 

the same time, one of our course designers observed how this user went through the site and took 

notes of issues to consider improving on our design.  
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As a result of our trial test, we were able to improve our navigation, functionality, and 

design. We discovered learning did not just happen if we only presented a link or video. We also 

need to insert instructional comments before and after a link or video to help summarize, direct, 

and focus a student’s attention in our course. We also felt our instructional comments are needed 

for both the language instruction as well as the technical instruction.  The trial student said the 

multimodal presentation was very helpful for them in terms of comprehension and keeping their 

attention. The combination of video and written key points and being able to ask questions 

through the course website also helped the student’s understanding. 

Kiser and Porter (2011) reported 227 business students voluntarily commented about 

social media in their courses via Survey Monkey. In addition to approaching student blogs as 

portfolios, we have a survey for students to complete when they are finished the course to let us 

know how they felt about the use social media as an educational tool to: 

 Communicate assignments. 

 Provide detailed information about the course. 

 Better connect to students with technology they already use. 

 Create groups and class pages. 

 Give students more access to information (p.194-5). 

We also have a teacher evaluation for students to complete at the end of the course.  These 

surveys will help us to gain the perspectives of our student learners.  After the course is finished, 

we will meet as an instructional team to compare student blogs and assess areas where the course 

has met learning objectives, and areas of future development.   
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Course Environments 

Canvas 

 LETB uses Canvas Infrastructure a free online learning management software program.  

Canvas allows instructors to create online assignments, quizzes, rubrics, surveys, and discussions 

to name a few items.  One feature we used in our final assignment is to setup a student 

discussion. Students can read and contribute to the discussion by either commenting directly on a 

previous student statement or they can respond to a nested discussion from other students. 

Another feature available in Canvas for instructors is the Speedgrader.  Speedgrader can 

contain a rubric for grading which students can view.  Instructors can then read a student’s 

written submission about something the student feels they can share insights about.  After an 

instructor reads a student’s contributions, the instructor can then give a grade and feedback.  This 

is useful to help students think about their own and others viewpoints.   

Students can use their accounts with social media such as Google.  Canvas is fairly 

straightforward to use and has many additional features for students and instructors.  (See 

Appendix D for site features of Canvas used in LETB.) 

WordPress 

LETB is a multipage WordPress site with an integrated blog.  It is privately hosted as to 

provide access to additional customization tools, themes and plugins not available through a 

standard free site hosted at wordpress.com. In addition to the homepage, students can access 

instructors managing their assignments, technical assistance, site registration and login.  The site 

also provides external links to the Canvas main course site, social media accounts and other 

related resources. 

LETB uses the Capon theme by WPelement and was chosen for its clean minimal layout, 
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multi-browser compatibility and receptive design.  A responsive theme allows for greater 

accessibility and ease of viewing on multiple devices without the need to utilize a plugin or 

create a separate app to provide a mobile version of site. (See Appendix E for site features of 

WordPress used in LETB.) 

Contentions 

Some of our project outcomes have encountered controversy in academic literature. Some 

research discovered very little interaction and no collaboration during the students’ blog 

assignment (Mompean, 2010). Our course will encourage learner’s interaction by multiple means 

of communication, such as asynchronous text discussions, blogs and other means of stimulating 

discussion. Instructors will guide the feedback. Grosseck (2009) addresses some drawbacks of 

Web 2.0 technology for educational use including: insufficiently defined concepts, creation of 

communities without rules, and limited security. This course includes instruction of digital 

literacy that encourages students’ meaningful communication through Web 2.0.  

We also decided to remove the translation software from our project because its quality 

was so poor and did not provide appropriate English grammar. As the translator translates the 

text word by word it often results in grammatically incorrect translations. One of our instructors 

wrote a wiki on this topic and confirmed the use of translating systems in language classrooms is 

still a controversial issue. If our objective is to improve reading comprehension, the 

mistranslations might be very confusing for students. 

Some students may have anxiety about using new-age social media tools of 

communication. It may be difficult for them to express themselves in their own unique way on 

the internet they feel uncomfortable with the notion others are reading and critiquing their work. 

This may in turn affect their ability to improve their English communication skills.   
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Reflections 

Group 

Our team has learned many discoveries while working on this project.  We were able to 

pool our knowledge, skills and experience which we felt gave diversity to our project.  As course 

developers from around the world, we shared common goals for our students, but we also had 

diverse working times and schedules.  We met online through Google Hangouts 11 times during 

our project design—with each meeting being two or more hours in length.  The online meetings 

allowed us to review our progress, discuss our ideas and strategy and work on the project in real 

time using Google Drive.  Between online meetings we trusted each other to continue working 

on the report and the course site. 

It took us a lot of planning, time, knowledge and skills to setup an online effective 

teaching space for students. We felt strongly about using two websites (Canvas and the 

WordPress) and made every effort to make the connection between the two areas seamless to 

students.  

Most of our team members had limited to no previous experience teaching ESL students 

so we all had to do additional research to give us insight into the background of ESL learners and 

their needs.  We focused a majority of time on the lesson plans and assessment areas to ensure 

our students were learning the basics in a step-by-step progression building each lesson to follow 

what was learned in the previous lesson.  (See Appendix F for course content overview.) We 

supplemented the course in appropriate locations with student online resources in various media 

formats. 

Near the end of our project we discovered some enhancements on our design for future 

revisions of our project.  We recommend formatting each assignment with its own pages and that 
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be reflected in the menu as well with an additional sibling level.  We also suggest adding 

WordPress multisite installs via LTIs to allow for the student and course blog to be better 

integrated into Canvas.  Lastly, we might not use the word ‘Assignment’ so frequently as it might 

be better used only when there is a mark attributed to the work in a module. 

Individual 

Daphne.  As this being my first MET course, everything was new and unfamiliar. Our hangout 

meetings was main place I gained experience in working in an online meeting, shared technical 

knowledge, group dynamics, etc.  I also increased my knowledge about learning theories, 

assessments, ESL students.  When we began, I had a difficult time conceptualizing where to 

begin and what we needed for the project as our scope was so open. I needed to trust my project 

members for building the structure for the two course websites. I found the amount of time the 

project consumed both online and offline was difficult to balance with other course work and 

home life, but I managed. Working online in real time in a group of five was useful and 

challenging as sometimes I was not sure how I could best contribute to the course and help 

capture, manage and organize everyone’s input. Overall I feel our collaborative results have 

produced a strong project. 

Mark Bates.  This is both my second course and group project within the MET program.  

Collaboration is not new to me, as in my professional life, I work in a team environment.  

However, in comparison to this recent experience, the prior has the luxury of both having a face-

to-face component and a professional relationship developed over several years.  Naturally, it 

took time for a working relationship to build but that was due to the online nature of the activity 

and not a lack of willingness or collegiality amongst group members.  Members brought specific 

strengths and skills to the assignment which appears to have been well utilized.  Looking back 
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now, I am very satisfied with the products we as a group generated using online communication 

tools such as Google products: Hangout, Docs, Plus and email.  I think this especially true when 

taking into account both the great geographic distances and time differences between those 

involved.   

Yuki Ichimura.  Our group gathered with the inquiry exploring online course using the Canvas 

Learning Management system. At the start, we had neither a target learner nor focus topic for our 

instruction. This was partially because our group members have diverse professional 

backgrounds and individual areas of strength to contribute to the project. Although we had a 

passion for incorporating a variety of Web 2.0 technological tools into our instruction, along the 

design process when our workplace shifted from the proposal document to the actual 

instructional product, we came to focus on blogs. It was one of the notable changes in our design 

process. The other notable point was the last stage when we made and performed trials with an 

ESL learner. Having feedback from the learner, we improved the course site and gave up a plug 

in. Materializing theory and planning an instructional product was unpredictable to a certain 

amount and a valuable experience. Positive collaborative teamwork was developed throughout 

the project.   

Alan Pronger.  I believe that our group collaborative efforts produced a very strong course. We 

each offered different skills and perspectives to the group, which contributed to the shape of our 

final product. I contributed to our project by narrowing and concentrating the focus of the 

project, contributing to the writing of course materials, grounding the course in learning theory, 

and editing/rewriting the final report. As I have more experience in the MET program than some 

of my group members, this project allowed me to reflect on my experiences in the MET program 

so far to provide context to the scope and direction of the project for my colleagues. I learned 
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from each group member's individual perspectives, experiences, and technical expertise as we 

contributed our own strengths to the course. 

Gary Bartanus.  I found the collaborative process (primarily via Google hangouts, e-mail, and 

Google plus posts) to be challenging and illuminating.  The differences between time zones, 

professional interests, backgrounds, generations, and even multitasking ability were all important 

factors that influenced the entire process.  Although I multitask constantly while working alone, I 

found it difficult to keep up with some of the other group members who were multitasking 

prolifically while I tried to focus on what individuals were saying.  As a result, communication 

gaps developed and, although I did my best to close those gaps with post-conference reflections 

and follow-up e-mails whenever time permitted, I am sure that some of the gaps were never 

closed.  Because I don't think multitasking ability is an age or intelligence related ability, I am no 

longer convinced that multitasking during synchronous group collaboration is all that productive.  

On the other hand, it must be noted that, even with challenges like that, our project is an overall 

success because every member of the group devoted as much time and energy as he or she 

possibly could—and I have no doubt that we have all learned a lot. 

Conclusion 

By undertaking an active learning experience in this authentic online learning 

environment, we hope students will develop their English reading comprehension and writing 

abilities while learning specific tasks such as blogging and integrating multimedia and/or Web 

2.0 content into their blogs.  As an extension to our course, English listening and viewing skills 

will also be developed through specific higher-level language-centric tasks such as presenting 

ideas in a blog, discussing meaningful issues, expressing sometimes dissenting opinions, and 

collaborating on projects. 
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Appendix B 
 

Reasons for Using WordPress 
 

WordPress was chosen as the blogging platform to support our Canvas content 

management system as it is a worldwide leader in that area.   In 2011, 14.7% of the top 

1,000,000 websites and 48% of the top 100 blogs used WordPress. (Yoast, 2012)  During that 

year, there were 100,000 new WordPress blogs created every day and is used by such sites as 

UPS, CNN, TED blog, PlayStation blog, Mashable and LifeHacker. (Wordpress) 

Of the 72.4 million websites using WordPress, (Yoast, 2012) 66% are written in English. 

(Wordpress)  By using this platform for both instructional and student use we are providing 

exposure and developing familiarity with a product they will most likely come in contact with 

during their journey in learning English. 

There are several reasons why WordPress is so popular amongst users, including its:  

 Blogohblog - ability to be highly customizable with the extension of its base functionality via 

plugins and themes both paid and free 

 Compliance with web standards (e.g. HTML, CSS) 

 Search engine optimization (SEO) friendliness with most notably another industry leader 

Google 

 Large community support base 

 A user friendly back and front end which is often compared to learning curve associated with 

Microsoft Word 

 Being free open source software built on another free system of PHP/MySQL 

 Multi-browser and multi-device accessibility 
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Appendix C 
 

Sample Rubric 
 

Blog Post Rubric (50%) 
Each blog post you write will be graded on the following scale. While you are encouraged to 
write at least 1 blog post per week starting in Module 2, only your best 5 blog posts will be 
recorded for your final mark: 
 

 Exceeds 
Expectations

Achieves 
Expectations 

Developing

Technical Qualities 
Post is well laid out, easy to navigate, and 
shows successful manipulation. Links work, 
and photos and videos are embedded 
correctly. Published materials respect fair 
use regulations. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 

Blog Entries 
Reflection or research is evidence in all 
aspects of blog entries. Student shows 
personal engagement with subject of blog 
entries. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 

Post Structure 
The introduction clearly states the main topic 
and previews the structure of the blog. Blog 
post follows logical order. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 

Post Frequency 
Student writes at least one blog post 
consistently each week of the course, 
beginning the first week of module 2. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 

Focus on Topic 
There is one clear, well-focused topic per 
blog post. Main idea stands out and is 
supported by detailed information. Main idea 
is fully developed with links leading reader 
where they can learn more. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 

Sentence Fluency 
Every paragraph has sentences that vary in 
length. Student experiments with different 
ways to construct sentences. 

3 points 2 points 1 point 
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Images, Videos, Audio, Links 
Images, links, videos, audio or other forms 
of multimodal communication are 
seamlessly integrated into blog posts. 
Student connect more than one of these other 
forms of media to the overall message of the 
blog post. 

2 points 1.5 points 1 point 
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Appendix D  
 

Site Features of Canvas Used in LETB 

The Canvas LMS has a number of features which were further configured to match our course 
requirements, allowing students to: 

 Announcements - used to post in-house announcements for consumption by course users. 

 Syllabus - embeds via Google Docs and provides students with course information such as 
website links, credit value, instructor objective, prerequisites, course teachers, learning 
objectives, course structure, lesson plan overview, evaluation criteria and course 
requirements. 

 Modules - provides students with hyperlinked listing of module overviews and detailed 
assignment information. 

 Discussion - area for students to discuss module content in a secure setting.  They also can 
post and view commentary related to technical problems and general questions & 
answers.  Instructors can track participation for formal/informal purposes. 

 Grades - students can view their grades for each assignment completed.  Canvas has a built 
in gradebook feature which links assignments and scoring to students in course. 

 People - those belonging to the course can view contact information of students, assistants 
and teachers. 

 Quizzes - utilizes the survey feature within this section to obtain student feedback regarding 
experiences in the course including Student Self-Assessment and Teacher Evaluation. 

 Pages - Home page provides a welcome message to students entering the course, a video 
overview and system flow chart. Twitter page provides a feed of course tweets, links to help 
documentation and notes course hashtag. 

 Calendar - course and module start and end dates have been added to the system calendar 
feature for student access. 

 LTI apps - several Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI)™ apps were utilized.  These apps 
to allow remote tools and content to be integrated into a Learning Management System 
(LMS) including Canvas.  The following LTI apps were added: 

o Add external pages to navigation:  
https://lti-examples.heroku.com/index.html?tool=redirect 

o Add Twitter widget to page via button in editor:   
https://lti-examples.heroku.com/index.html?tool=twitter 

o Add YouTube button to page editor to embed videos:  
https://lti-examples.heroku.com/index.html?tool=youtube 
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Appendix E 

Site Features of WordPress Used in LETB 

Additional plugins from WordPress were added to create design features to assist and customize 

the experience of an ESL student using the site.  These features allow students to: 

 Access an English text-to-voice service by highlighting text and clicking the speaker icon 
which appears to hear the audio. 

 Access an online English dictionary by double clicking any word they have highlighted on 
the site. 

 Participate in online polls customized by the instructor. 

 Access course specific social media account including Twitter and YouTube. 

 Watch embedded video from the course’s YouTube channel including a course 
overview,  how to accept your Canvas invitation, LETB site accessibility features, 
WordPress specific tasks (setting up a WordPress Account and Blog, making posts and 
comments), Twitter basics, Gmail and Drive basics, and links to WordPress, Google Drive, 
Twitter and Canvas apps. 

 Read and interact with a rotation of the latest ESL related tweets from course @ETW2 
Twitter account as well as provided with a visual reminder of the course hashtag #LETB. 

 Save module pages as PDF for download or to their Google Drive account for offline 
viewing when internet access is an issue. 

 Custom favicon added for easier identification of site when user has multiple tabs open in 
browser. 

Other added features beneficial mainly to the instructor and include: 

 New content added to sections, including the blog, will automatically be tweeted to the 
course’s Twitter account. 

 The visual editor for blog posts and pages has been enhanced to add advanced functionality. 

 Google Analytics account was created and the necessary tracking code implemented on the 
site - administrators can view site statistics from the WordPress dashboard once logged into 
the site, 

 A user registration system has been added to the site which has an email feature to notify 
registered students of additions to the site such as assignments, help documents, etc. - this 
system also allows students to note the URL to their own course blogs which can then be 
viewed by peers. 
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Appendix F 
 

Course Content Overview 
  

Module Length Title Wk# Course Contents 

M1 
 

April 8  
to  
April 21 
 
2 weeks 

Course 
Introduction – 
Getting 
Started in 
Canvas and 
WordPress 

Wk1 1-1 Canvas Setup & Orientation 
1-2 Discussion Board / Self Introduction 
 - About Me Page 
-------Try to finish up to here for week 1 
1-3 Canvas - Privacy Precautions on Your Blog 
1-4 WordPress - Setup your WordPress Blog 
1-5  WordPress - About Me Page 

Wk2 Continue to work on 1-3, 1-4, 1-5 
 
M2  
  

April 22 
to  
May 5  
 
3 weeks 

Introduction 
to Blogs 

Wk1 2-1 Introduction to Blogs 
2-2 How to approach Writing a blog in 
English?    
2-3 How to Build Your Post 
Module 2 Assignment: WRITE A BLOG POST: 
What you learned about blogging and privacy?  

Wk2 2-4 Assignment 2 - WRITE A BLOG POST: 
Why you enjoy the blog activity? 

Wk3  2-5 Comment on your classmate’s blog post 
2-6 Model for Interactions on the Blog Site 

 
M3  May 6 

to 
May 19 
 
2 weeks 

Enhancing 
Your Blog 
 
 
 
 

Wk1 3-1 Google/Gmail Account  set up 
3-2 Add multi media 
3-3  Add Links 
3-4  Peer- review 

Wk2  3-5 Small group work: Personal Interest Topic  
(Photo, Video description)  
3-6  Group Participation Assessment  

 
M4 May 20 

to Jun 2 
 
3 weeks 

Enhance your 
communicatio
n and 
collaboration 
on the blog 

Wks 
1, 2, 
3 

4-1 Practice writing blog posts: At least 1 blog 
post/week and 2 comments on the classmate’s 
blog. 

 
M5 Jun 3  

to Jun 9 
 
1 week 

Final 
reflective 
activity 

Wks 
1, 2 
 

5-1 “Why People Blog?”  
Reflect on your personal blogging experiences 
on the discussio thread. 
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