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Online Forums for Increasing Motivation in English Language Learning
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This article discusses the effectiveness of Moodle forums in motivating university students to study English as

a foreign language. Educational psychology is discussed and three key components of language learning are used to

evaluate the results of a case study. Online forum activity is analyzed for forum assignments completed by 904 students

who were taught by 10 native English-speaking teachers during the same semester at Aichi Institute of Technology.

1. Introduction

English Conversation classes at Aichi Institute of
Technology (AIT) have incorporated online homework
since 2004. Online forums using Moodle began in 2006.

This article examines the effectiveness of using the
Internet and Moodle forums to teach English as a
foreign language to freshmen students at AIT. A short
discussion of educational psychology explains the
overall appeal of online technology for English
Language Learning. Forums are discussed in detail
using the Moodle website for freshman taking English
conversation as a required course at AIT.

Results from a quantitative analysis of forum-related
online activity for a large group of students is then
illustrated and discussed in terms of motivating students
who are studying English at the university

2. Background

The popularity of social media continues to grow as
advances in technology make telecommunication easier,
faster and less expensive. People around the world
enjoy the ease and convenience of the Internet and other
social media to inform and discuss a wide range of
individual, family, work and socially oriented activities.
In fact, the Internet and social media have proven
powerful enough to unify people to reshape their society
to the disbelief of their leaders and the world. We are
indeed left with the impression that Microsoft founder
Bill Gate’s often quoted statement “the Internet has
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changed everything,”" is still as pertinent today as it was
in the 1990s.

Use of the Internet for English education has a long
and proud history at Aichi Institute of Technology
(AIT). In 1995, AIT began hosting “The Internet TESL
Journal™® website where Charles Kelly and Lawrence
Kelly worked as volunteer editors to provide free web-
based classroom and self-study materials with no
advertising. Harvested from years of hard work, the
website contains a wealth of information and remains
popular with teachers and students around the world.

In keeping with the dynamic nature of the Internet,
English education at AIT has remained ambitious over
the years striving to harness the power of the Internet
for education. As early as 2004, English conversation
students began submitting weekly assignments using
web-based email forms. Charles Kelly also began
experimenting with an emerging free open-source
software package known as Moodle. As the acronym
implies, Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic
Learning Environment) offered a unique and flexible
approach to teaching English online without the high
costs normally associated with such a venture.

In 2006, Charles Kelly adopted the new technology
and set up a computer server system in his office at AIT.
English conversation teachers began using Moodle for
Internet-based activities to encourage students to
continue to improve their English skills outside of the
classroom. “In 2008, Aichi Institute of Technology
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installed Moodle on the school server and established it
as the campus-wide course management system.”
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Figure 1. Moodle’s Popularity

Since finding a home at AIT in 2004, Moodle’s
popularity around the world as an internet-based
education system has accompanied the increasing
popularity of social media. Well documented in
previous issues of AIT’s Kiyo and other publications,
Moodle’s use and success at AIT for English language
education continues in this issue. In this article, we will
examine the use of Moodle to motivate students to
apply their English skills and communicate with other
people on the Internet.

3. Theory and Technology

Bloom's Taxonomy®, by Benjamin Bloom, is often
used by educational psychologists to explain learning as
consisting of the six levels displayed in the
accompanying image.

Bloom's Taxonomy
E%}lﬂh Judgement
Putting things together
/Svnfh“h Creative thinking
Breaking things down
/ Analysis \ Critical thinking

£

Using knowledge
in new situations

Understanding .~
Knowledge Recall §

‘- L Knowledge Retention
Foundation for
higher order thinking

Figure 2. Bloom’s Taxonomy

After graduating from junior and senior high school
in Japan, AIT students are expected to have a basic level
of knowledge and comprehension skills in English. As
with any classroom however, these levels vary widely
from student to student. For this reason, knowledge and
comprehension level skills are reviewed in the
classroom as well as outside the classroom using online
Moodle quizzes. With limited in-class time for free
conversation style activities, students are encouraged to
apply their English skills through Moodle forum
assignments. Moodle forums provide an ideal
educational tool to encourage students to progress to the
Application level of learning.

Moodle’s forums are also appealing to language
educators as an opportunity for students to learn to
express and exchange ideas and opinions with friends
and peers. The value of this type of learning
environment is well documented in both Albert
Bandura’s Theory of Social Learning as well as Lev
Vygotsky’s Socio-cultural Theory.

Vygotsksy’s theory of “Zone of Proximal
Development” also helps explain the educational appeal
of Moodle’s forums. Teachers can better help students
individually as students complete online assignments
based on their own unique set of skills.

Extended range of
ahility with assistance
from the teacher or a
mare capable peer
(zone of proximal
development)

Knowledge hevond the
student's current capacity
for understanding

What the
student can learn
with assistance

What the
student
knows

Figure 3. Zone of Proximal Development

Although Moodle clearly supports the theories of the
fore above mentioned educational psychologists, the
question remains as to whether or not Moodle succeeds
in meeting the three key components of (1) exposure,
(2) opportunity and (3) motivation as outlined by
linguist and educational researcher Stephen Krashen
and his theories concerning language acquisition and
learning.’



Yo R

English conversation students at AIT are required to
use Moodle as part of the English education curriculum.
The website content is in English and designed to
expose students to as much English as possible.
Deadline-driven quizzes and assignments ensure this
exposure occurs on a weekly basis. Moodle forum
assignments provide an opportunity for students to use
their English skills, regardless of level, at a time and
place of their choosing.

This article will review data and discuss the use of
Moodle forums to motivate students who are learning
English as a foreign language.

4. Students and Moodle Forums

AIT freshman students are introduced to online
forums in a step-by-step process during their 15-week
second semester course.

By the end of Week 2, students are expected to have
completed course registration and should be settled into
their classes. Having already used Moodle during the
first semester, AIT students are familiar with accessing
and navigating the Moodle website to do online
assignments and to read other textbook-related material.

Forum assignments begin in Week 3 when students
are asked to answer one question by posting a reply of
at least 40 words. Because the objective is to teach
students how to post comments in forums, instructions
are initially provided in both English and Japanese.

AIT Moodle - English 1B (2011) - Forums - What do you do in your free time? (Before October 17th,
6:00 p.m.)

L'Ts What do you do in your free time? (Before October 17th, 6:00 p.m.)
by English Teachers - R828. 108 17, 2011, 06:11 4%

Since there are so many answers on this page already,
please go to What do you do in your free time? (From October 17th 6:00 p.m.)
to add your answer.

Tell us about what you do in your free time.
You should write at least 40 words.

Don'tuse compmer trans\anon frum Japanese to English.
A —RERRIIE T (7307
Comptter translation does not make good English.

Since you cannot edit the forum entry after 30 minutes, it's a good idea to write the entry in a word
prucessor use spell check, then copy and paste it into the entry form.
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Now, write about what you do in your free time.
Click the "Reply" (&{Z) link to write your answer.

Edit | Delete | Reply

Figure 4. First Forum Assignment: Week 3

In Week 4, students are given a list of questions from
which they must select one and answer. Students are
encouraged to write as much as possible but are
required to reply with at least 40 words. This style of
forum continues until Week 10 as students are given
lists of questions or topics to post a forum reply. To
encourage students to express their own thoughts,
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students must first post their own comment before they
are able to view those of the other students.

AIT Moodle  English 1 B (2011) ~ Forums ~ Forum for Week 4 (Likes & Favorites)

Click one of the English Teachers' questions and answer it.
You should write 40 words or more.
You only need to answer one of the questions.

Di i Started by Replies

\What's your favorite sport? : English Teachers 627
ik

\What kind of music do you like? 7 BIenglish Teachers 232

y {1 g

\What's your favorite food? : English Teachers 177
ik

\What's your favorite game? f English Teachers 205
ik

\Where do you like to go shopping? :‘ English Teachers 84
ik

\What kind of movies do you like? f English Teachers 97
i

Figure 5. Second Forum Assignment: Week 4

What's your favorite sport?
by English Teachers - :X82H, 108 18. 2011, 03:36 1%

What's your favorite sport?

Edit | Delete | Reply

Re: What's your favorite sport.
by i 04 - ABEH, 108 17, 2011, 12:26 &1

mo My favorite sport is judo.

Figure 6. Example of Question and Answer Forum

From Week 11, and continuing through the end of the
course, forum limitations are removed as student begin
free discussion. They are also taught and encouraged to
upload pictures and embed videos into their forum
entries. Students have the option to either introduce a
forum topic of their own to write about or they can reply
to another student’s topic and comment.

English 1 B Web Homework (2011) Pl

Jump to... W (>

AIT Moodle ' English 1 B (2011) = Forums  Videos about Games =~ Monster Hunter Portable 3rd

@ Search forums

Display replies flat, with oldest first 4]

Monster Hunter Portable 3rd
2 - BEEE, 127 11, 2011, 01:27 3]

PSP TFEYZAF—N\>d—R—4 7L 3rdy 70...

0:00/3:10 @

This game is “Monster Hunter Portable 3rd”. I often play this game with my friends.
Players become hunter and hunt big monsters. I often use “Slash Ax”. And I sometime
use “Heavy Bowgun”. “Monster Hunter 3G” was on sale yesterday. But I can’t play this
game. Because I don't have “Nintendo 3DS”.

Reply
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Figure 7. Example of Forum Entry After Week 11

During the English conversation course, students
apply their knowledge and comprehension of English as
a foreign language while exchanging ideas and opinions
with all AIT students taking the same course that year.

5. Forum Guidelines and Student Motivation

Students are encouraged to participate in many
forums and to write as much as possible. As students
learn about Moodle forums, posting procedures are
explained in detail and initial forum topics are reviewed
by teachers in hopes of making topics interesting and
enjoyable for the students. By the end of the course,
forum content is determined by the students as forums
are opened to free discussion. Teachers hope to create
an intrinsically motivating environment through Moodle
forums as a social media.

Teachers monitor student online performance by
viewing activity logs and noting word count statistics.
Students are warned against plagiarism and the use of
computer translation; offending student entries are
deleted without notice. A “Top 100 Students” feature is
introduced in Week 5 to promote friendly competition
among students as measured by forum word counts.

Extrinsic motivational techniques are also used in an
effort to have student apply their English knowledge and
comprehension skills. Students are instructed from the
beginning of the course that higher word totals in their
forums will help improve grades and that a minimum of
40 words per forum entry is required to pass the course.

In Week 5, students are reminded of the pass/fail
status of forum homework and weekly forum word
count statistics are made available to students online.

Week 5 (Cars & Scooters)

I Forums

',{ Forum for Week S (Cars, Scooters, etc.)
= Including previocus homework, you =hould have at least 120 words.
(3 X 40) Good =tudent will have more words, of course.

I Word Counts & Quiz Scores up to October 24th 9:00 a.m.

DTcp 100 Students (by Word Count) at the end of Week 4

fou £hould have at least 2 forum posts and 80 words on this list.
After Week 5, vou =hould have at least 3 forum posts and 120 words.

F Grades:a& b
F| Grades: c & d
) Grades: e &h
[ Grades: k &1

[ Grade=: m& p
F) Grades:t&u

F) Grades: v & x

Figure 8. Example of Top 100 and Grades Posted

Color-coding is used to highlight weekly word counts
to help students more easily understand their status.

Color Codes For Word Counts
Green Over 4 times (400%) the minimum requirement on forums
Yellow Over 2 times (200%) the minimum requirement on forums
‘White OK_ This is over the minimum requirement needed to pass.
Gray Warning! Forums are incomplete.
You might be able to catch up, but maybe you will not be able to pass this class.
We have given you many chances to catch up!
If you need to catch up, answer more forum guestions.
Color Codes For Quiz Scores
Green 100%
Yellow Over 90%
Blue Over 80%

Figure 9. Explanation of the Color-coding for Students

No forum homework is assigned during Week 8 and
students are given the last forum assignment in Week 13
just before their winter vacation. Notices are posted on
the Moodle site warning students that they will not pass
the course if they do not have a minimum of 10 forum
postings and 400 words.

Students are encouraged to continue using the forums
voluntarily as an English-based social media during
winter vacation and until the course ends.
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1 Topics O
You may also include photos and videos in any of these forums.
Remember to give your posts interesting fitles.

|2 Books, Comics, Magazines, Newspapers and Other Reading Material
_:fl‘,_ Cars, Motorcycles, Scooters, Bicycles, etc.
[ Computers and Other Electronic Devices
{2 Food, Drinks and Eating Places
% Games
% Internet and Websites
{2 Clothes and Fashion
2 Movies and TV
% Music
% News
2 International News and Events
% Japan News and Events
{2 Pets and Animals
{2 Places (Cities, Parks, Buildings, ...)
{2 School Life
{2 Clubs and Circles
|9 Classes
2 Open Forum about School Life (Any Topic Is OK)
% Sports
2 Travel
2 Open Forum (Any Topic Is OK)

2 YouTube Videos O
{2 Funny Videos and Strange Videos
{2 How to Do Something & Educational Videos
[ videos by AIT Students and Teachers
% Videos about Other Things

Figure 10. The Optional “English Forums” Course.

After completing the English conversation course,
AIT students may register for a no-credit “English
Moodle
communicating with other AIT students until graduating
from the university. By mid-March 2012, over 350
students from the 2011-2012 second semester classes

Forums” course where they continue

had registered.

6. Data Analysis

In order to analyze the effectiveness of Moodle
forums in motivating students, entry postings and word
counts were collected weekly using Paul Daniels’ Text
Analysis Moodle module® to create a dataset for
analysis. Students must have met the following criteria:

(1) First year students. As a first-year required
course, students who fail English conversation
must retake the course to meet graduation
requirements. Since the Text Analysis module
collects data site-wide, the results include data
from previous years. Students repeating the
course were removed from the data.

(2) Completed minimum requirements: Students
were required to post a minimum 10 forum
entries of 40 or more words. Students with less
than 10 entries or less than 400 words by the
end of the course were not included.

The resulting dataset consisted of 904 students from
14 majors who were in 40 classes taught by 10 native
English-speaking teachers. All students were taught
under the same curriculum while using the same
textbook and accessing the same Moodle forum site.

In keeping with the curriculum, 10 forum homework
assignments were completed between Week 3 (w3) and
Week 13 (w13). No forum homework was given during
Week 8 in order to allow students to complete
assignments for Week 3 through Week 7. After Week
8, previously assigned forums were hidden from student
view. Forum activity during the following weeks was
also included:

- Week 15 (wl5) to represent activity during the

winter vacation.

- Week 20 (w20) to represent activity after the end

of the course.

- Week 23 (w23) to represent activity after the

semester had ended.

Data analysis results were then analyzed with results
graphically illustrated.

Weekly Total of Additional Words

110,000
100,000
90,000
80,000
70,000
60,000
50,000
40,000 -
30,000 +
20,000 -
10,000 -

0

w3 w4 ws wé w7 w9 wi0 wil wi12 w13 w15 w20 w23

Figure 11. Weekly Total of Additional Words

To calculate weekly changes for the entire group of
904 students, total word counts were collected and
totaled each week. Previous week totals were then
subtracted to create the weekly statistics shown. The
minimum weekly total should have been 36,160 for 904
students with a minimum of 40 words each.

Weekly Percentage of Students
Adding 40+ Words

90%
80%
70%
60% -
50% -
40% -
30% -
20%
10% -
0% -

w3 wd wds w6 w7 w@ wil w11l w12 w13 w15 w20 w23
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Figure 12. Weekly Percentage of Students Adding 40 or
More Words

Students with less than a total of 400 words in their
forums did not meet the minimum course requirements
and were therefore not included in the dataset. The
percentage of students who actually completed their

forum homework each week was examined and graphed.

Weekly Average of Additional Words Per Student
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Figure 13. Weekly Average of Additional Words Per
Student

Weekly forum word totals were then analyzed to
determine the average length of forum postings weekly
for those students meeting the intial 400 total word
requirement. Weekly changes in total word counts were
divided by 904 (the total number of students) to
determine the illustrated results.

Weekly Percentage of Students
Meeting Required Minimum Word Totals

100%
90%
80%
70%
80% -
50% -
40% -
30% -
20% -
10% -

0% -

w3 w4 ws we w7 w9 wi0 wil wi2 w13 w15 w20 w23

Figure 14. Weekly Percentage of Students Meeting the
Required Minimum Word Totals

Word totals should have increased by at least 40
words each week between Week 3 to Week 13 with the
exception of Week 8 when no forum homework was
assigned. Student access to forums for Week 3 thorugh
Week 7 was ended from Week 9. Students then had
access to all forums starting in Week 9 and lasting until

Mar. 2012

the forums were closed in Week 23. The illustration
shows the weekly percentage of students who had
completed the minimum total of 400 words by Week 23.

Figure 15. Forum Grade Distribution

Grades for students at Aichi Institute of Technology
are assigned as S for 90% or greater completion, A for
80%, B for 70%, C for 60% and F for less than 60%.
The minimum word total requirement of 400 words was
set as a baseline for C grades and the following total
word count grading scale was used in the illustration: S
for 667+, A for 534+, B for 467+, C for 400+ and F for
less then 400.

To encourage students to continue applying their
knowledge and comprehension of English as a foreign
language during winter vacation, Moodle forums
remained available to students even after the last
homework assignment was given in Week 13.

Although all students
requirement of 400 total words by the end of the course,

in the dataset met the

actual  student  performance  was  examined
hyperthetically by assigning “forum grades.” “Forum
grades” were then calculated using Week 13 (w13) data
when the last forum homework assignment should have
been completed and Week 23 (w23) when the Moodle
forums were shut down. Course final grades differed

from the illustrated hypothetical “forum grades.”

7. Conclusion

The objective of this article was to examine the
effectiveness of Moodle forums in motivating students
at AIT who are studying English as a foreign language.

A brief review of Moodle and Internet use at AIT was
followed by a discussion why teachers find Moodle
forums appealing in terms of educational psychology.
The three key components of (1) exposure, (2)
opportunity and (3) motivation, as outlined by linguist
Stephen Krashen for

and educational researcher
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language learning, were then presented as parameters
for evaluation.

Moodle forum use by AIT teachers and students was
discussed along with notable features designed to
motivate students as they apply their English knowledge
and comprehension skills to communicate online with
other university students taking the same course.

Quantitative analysis of preconditioned data from 904
students was examined with the following conclusions
drawn regarding Kranshen’s three key components. The
Moodle website at AIT and English conversation
forums are designed to maximize English exposure
during the curriculum. Online availability ensures
students have an opportunity to use their English skills
at a time and place of their choosing. A quantitative
analysis of student online activity reveals that students
are in fact motivated to use English. Whether this
motivation is intrinsic or extrinsic in nature is left to
interpretation of the data and the beyond scope of this
study.
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