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ABSTRACT

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is being used widely to support and extend
foreign language instruction. Language learners are practicing the target language by
communicating with their instructors, peers, and native speakers at a distance. This
study examines high-beginning and low-intermediate learners of Russian and their
uses of, and reactions to, a required CMC component of their Russian language classes
whereby instructor-initiated tasks and orchestration constituted the central structure.
CMC transcript, interview, and questionnaire data indicate that students were generally
enthusiastic about the CMC tasks and activities and report having learned the target lan-
guage through their engagement in communicative practice with instructor-guided focus
on form. The study illustrates specific types of CMC instructional uses and strategies that
guide motivated, form-focused communicative practice, an activity to which these learn-
ers responded positively in terms of both reported progress and demonstrated progress
in learning the Russian language.
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CMC AS A TOOL FOR LANGUAGE TEACHING AND LEARNING

Where computer-mediated communication (CMC) has fast become an integral part of daily
life, be it for business, entertainment, or instruction, contemporary foreign language learners
are consequently coming to language learning well versed in using CMC for these various pur-
poses. Indeed, most are quite accustomed to engaging in this written social activity and pos-
sess solid knowledge and skills to do so in their native language. Any sense of ‘prerequisite’
to CMC communication in the language the student is in the process of learning, therefore, is
fast becoming irrelevant. It is a rare learner in the twenty-first century who is not experienced
with and adept at using telecommunications for multiple purposes.

Specific features make asynchronous CMC particularly attractive to the teaching and
learning of a target language: first, the fact that CMC consists of “written speech” (Murray,
1991) means that target language forms are visually immediate; they can be reviewed, stud-
ied, reflected on, and edited (Kern, Ware & Warschauer, 2004). Consequently, both instructors
and students can respond in thoughtful ways that can include highlighting or otherwise calling
attention to those forms (Meskill & Anthony, 2004, 2005). Learners have the opportunity not
only to see the language being used to communicate, but to look at it as many times and for
as long as they need without disruption. This is in sharp contrast to the live foreign language
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classroom where the fast-paced nature of oral practice precludes the luxury of time for re-
view and reflection. In addition to being able to see the written speech of CMC, learners can
make use of any number of resources to comprehend what they read and to compose their
responses. They can use as much time as they need to construct their own messages using
target language dictionaries, native speaker consultants, and any other forms of supporting
information. These features—seeing the target language, having the time and opportunity
to reflect, use resources, compose, and edit responses—also mean that foreign language
instructors have optimal opportunities to draw learner attention to particular aspects of their
output without disrupting the flow of conversation. From the instructor’s point of view, there
are more opportunities to see the kinds of errors learners are making and more time to
carefully construct responses that are simultaneously communicative and remedial. Likewise,
learners can enjoy authentic communication in the target language while taking risks and
soliciting guided, yet conversational responses. This study set out to assess US learners’ re-
ported and demonstrated learning progress in response to engaging in CMC activities as part
of their learning of Russian.

The effectiveness of text-based CMC, both synchronous and asynchronous, as a tool
for teaching foreign/second languages has been widely examined (Beauvois, 1998; Darhower,
2002; Lee, 2001, 2002a; Salaberry, 2000; Smith 2003, 2004; Sotillo, 2000; Stepp-Greany,
2002; Tudini, 2003). Studies that have investigated the online discourse of language learn-
ers suggest that providing supportive environments for meaningful, authentic interactions in
instructional uses of CMC can decrease learner anxiety (Roed, 2003) and promote an increase
in language production (Blake, 2000; Blake & Zyzik, 2003; Warschauer, 1996). Additionally,
using CMC for practicing the target language promotes a decrease in instructor utterances in
favor of active student participation (Hudson & Bruckman, 2002; Kern, 1995; Sullivan & Pratt,
1996). Telecommunications also represent an environment that is favorable to shier students
who typically defer to more talkative, outgoing students in live classroom contexts (Beauvois,
1998; Meskill, 2002; Sullivan & Pratt, 1996). Moreover, instructional uses of CMC can elicit
lexically and syntactically more complex language as compared to oral classroom production
(Fitze, 2006; Gonzalez-Bueno, 1998; Warschauer, 1996) which in turn fosters negotiation of
meaning and thereby improves learners’ oral, as well as written skills (Abrams, 2003; Payne
& Whitney, 2002; Smith, 2003; Pellettieri, 2000). Finally, participation in online discussions
has been shown to foster a sense of community among learners (Lee, 2004).

Further, there is clear alignment of the affordances of CMC with contemporary trends
in second language acquisition theory and research. First, current emphasis on the impor-
tance of engaging learners in meaningful communicative activity as a key to successful lan-
guage acquisition (Ellis, 2005; Pica & Doughty, 1985; Savignon, 1991) can be realized by
using CMC in language instruction. The medium is, after all, a social one with most contem-
porary learners possessing the sociolinguistic foundations to communicate with ease in CMC
environments and indeed doing so for social, pleasurable reasons in the native language.
When communicating in a new language with CMC, the time and affective constraints of
classroom communicative activity, while playing an important role in that particular genre of
instructional activity, are absent; learners have the time to comprehend and to write thought-
ful, well composed target language responses. This feature of CMC aligns nicely with current
research that illustrates how students’ active negotiation of meaning constitutes the locus of
their acquisition (Gass, Mackey, & Pica, 1998). Second, with instructional CMC there are fertile
opportunities for implementing powerful instructional strategies. Instructors can easily detect,
isolate, and, in turn, respond productively and even creatively to learner errors, an aspect of
instruction critical to the acquisition process (Swain, 1985; van Lier, 2000). Finally, the fact
that instructors are able to carefully fashion form-focused responses within conversations that
are otherwise not about language, but about interesting topics, makes CMC an ideal venue for
form-focused communicative exchanges.
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A central impetus for the present study is to focus on learners’ perspectives when it
comes to participating in CMC for high-beginning and low-intermediate Russian learning. Ear-
lier versions of this work focused on specific instructor strategies (Meskill & Anthony, 2004,
2005) and whether and how students attend to such instructional strategies.

Each language presents its own special set of challenges for learners, and Russian is
no exception. The high frequency of inflection, for example, makes this a particularly difficult
language for speakers of English. Because of such challenges, Russian has been traditionally
taught via grammar-based approaches that preclude communicative practice at the initial
stages. Communicative approaches are needed in Russian instruction to increase interest and,
ultimately, participation in language programs. In light of these challenges for Russian teach-
ing and the features of CMC that support form-focused communicative practice in the target
language, the current study undertook the assessment of students’ responses to engaging in
instructor-mediated CMC as an assigned component of their Russian classes. We wished to
determine learners’ perceived and demonstrated progress in learning the language.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. How do students perceive the progress of their Russian language learning
via CMC?

2. How is this progress evidenced in CMC?

3. How do students respond to the teacher’s instructional strategies in online
learning activities?

CONTEXT

Participants in this study included 22 students in five Russian courses. For the purpose of this
study, the course titles were changed as follows:

1. Elementary Hybrid I (6 students; 5 males, 1 female; age 18-22)

2. Elementary Hybrid II (6 students; 5 males, 1 female; age 18-22)

3. Intermediate Hybrid (6 students; 5 males, 1 female; age 19-23)
(Face-to-face [f2f] courses at a small liberal arts college in the state of New
York)

Elementary Online I (2 students, both females; age 18-22)
Elementary Online II (2 students, both males; age 29-54)
(Fully online courses at a large technical college in the state of Georgia)

vk

All classes were taught or cotaught by one of the authors during the period 2002-
2005. All participating students were very proficient in email communication. All had unlim-
ited access to computers on campus and/or had their own personal computers. Most of the
elementary level students could not type Cyrillic prior to enrolling in their Russian classes but
learned how to type Cyrillic using a map of a Russian keyboard and keyboard stickers with the
Cyrillic alphabet.

The textbook for the f2f courses was Live from Moscow (Stage One, Volume 1 and
Stage Two). Students in the online course did not have a textbook but used the materials de-
veloped specifically for the course by a team of Russian instructors and instructional technolo-
gists. They were required to work individually on the online course materials and assignments
and to participate in synchronous virtual sessions or audio conferences with their classmates
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and the instructors. All synchronous virtual sessions were conducted via OpenCampus, the
audio conferencing software by Wimba. This allows instructors and students to talk to one
another in real time using headsets and microphones while featuring video, application shar-
ing, polling, a white board, and chat. Each student in the f2f classes received 3 hours and 15
minutes of in-class instruction and 45 minutes of laboratory practice each week. Students in
the online classes, according to their own estimates, spent about 5-8 hours a week studying
materials on their own and 1 hour a week for oral practice during virtual sessions.

Each of the Russian classes participated in required asynchronous text-based discus-
sion forums as a component of their homework assignments. The forums were conducted
through two different distance learning platforms: Blackboard and WebCT Vista. Participa-
tion in text-based online discussions was obligatory for all the classes and figured into the
final grade as outlined on each course syllabus. Russian was the exclusive language of online
communication. Students were asked to post three to seven messages per week in response
to specified tasks (see sample tasks in Appendix A). Most of the discussion topics for all the
classes were provided by the instructor, but some of the discussion topics were initiated by
students and will be discussed at a later point. Neither the number, the length of sentences,
nor the number of required words was specified. Table 1 lists the discussion topics in the five
classes.

Table 1
Discussion Topics

Course Topics

Elementary Hybrid I College Life (T)

Russian Culture (T)

Russian Economy and Politics (T)
Friendship (T)

Stereotypes (T)

War in Iraq (T)

Your Own Forum (T)

Famous Russians (T)

Game “Alphabet” (S)

Virtual Pub (T)

Mysterious American Soul (T)

Spring Break (T)

What are you going to do in the summer? (S)
Game “War of Animals” (S)

On the Boat (T)
Wheel of Fortune (T)
Survivor (T)

Let Me Introduce Myself (T)
Stereotypes about Russia and Stereotypes about America (T)
Theater and TV (T)

Where You Live and Where You Want to Live (T)
There is a Fly in My Soup (T)

You Look Nice (T)

Sports and Hobbies (T)

Weather and Seasons (S)

Elementary Hybrid II

Intermediate Hybrid

Elementary Online I

Elementary Online II

VUREWNE WNE WNE NOUTARWNE NOUAWN =

T = forums initiated by the instructor; S = forums initiated by students.
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To investigate students’ attitudes towards online activities and their perceived learn-
ing, the following methods were used: a postcourse scale questionnaire in Elementary Hybrid
IT and Intermediate Hybrid (see questionnaire Appendix B), postcourse interviews in Inter-
mediate Hybrid (see interview questions in Appendix C), post-course interviews in Elemen-
tary Online I and Elementary Online II (see interview questions in Appendix D), and written
free-form evaluations in Elementary Hybrid I. Tables 2 and 3 summarize the types of data
collected.

Table 2
Types of Data
Postcourse Postcourse Postcourse Written
questionnaires interview A interview B free-form
(5-point scale) evaluations
Elementary Hybrid I X
Elementary Hybrid II X
Intermediate Hybrid X X
Elementary Online I X
Elementary Online II X
Table 3
Types of Data by Research Question
Postcourse Postcourse Postcourse Written
questionnaires interview A interview B free-form
(5-point scale) evaluations
Students’ perceived X X X X
progress
Students’ perception X X X
of instructional
strategies
DISCUSSION

Students’ Perceived Progress

Productive communication practice has long been a key feature for foreign language class-
rooms with learner comprehension and production in real conversation being optimal evidence
of student learning (Ellis, 1990, 2005; Long, 1996). However, communication in real time can
be challenging for learners, especially for beginning learners of Russian. Most learners need
more time to transition from controlled practice to less controlled conversation activities. CMC
can serve to support students as they move gradually from one level of proficiency to the next
while developing confidence and fluency along the way. Additionally, class time very often
does not allow all students to engage equally with those who are more outgoing and who tend
to monopolize airtime. As one of the students from the Elementary Hybrid I class stated in
his written evaluation, “[Online discussions] are helpful for honing the skills that are needed
to gain mastery of a language and encourages interaction between students in the given lan-
guage that is not always possible because of the constraints of class time.”

Students in the Elementary Hybrid II and the Intermediate Hybrid classes completed a
postcourse questionnaire which sought to elicit a broad range of reactions to the CMC activi-
ties (see Table 4).
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Table 4
Results of Questionnaires in Two F2F Classes
Statement Responses
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
disagree Agree
1. I learned a lot from this activity. 1 2 3 5 1
This activity was very helpful for 3 9
practicing my writing skills.
3. This activity was very useful for 1 3 7 1
practicing my reading skills.
4. I wish the instructor 1 9 1 1
participated more.
5. I wish my classmates were 1 7 4
more motivated to participate.
6. I liked the discussion topics. 2 9
7. I was satisfied with the error 1 4 6
correction system in this
course.
8. I enjoyed this activity. It was 1 1 9 1
fun.
9. I invested too much time in this 1 8 2 1
activity.
10. I experienced technical 3 6 3

difficulties (access to
computers, Cyrillic, etc.).

As shown by the figures in Table 4, all students in the two f2f classes, except for two,
reported having enjoyed the discussion topics. The one student who did not respond favorably
to these topics stated that the language required by new topics tended to be too complicated
and that the topics should be restricted so that students’ working vocabulary and structures
are sufficient for discussion. Conversely, the other 10 students who engaged in these topics
responded positively to the challenge of comprehending and using new forms and the oppor-
tunity to discuss personal matters in Russian outside the classroom. Ten out of 12 students
also indicated that they found this activity pleasurable. One of the students from the Elemen-
tary Hybrid II class wrote in his written informal evaluation, “It was fun! [Online discussions]
should definitely be in next semester as well!”

Responses to items one and two indicate that most students felt their learning ben-
efited from the online interactions. One of the Elementary Hybrid I students wrote in his
evaluation, "I think Blackboard is a great tool for us to use to practice our day-to-day conver-
sation.” The words “"meaningful” and “personal” were used many times by students in their
interviews.

Ten out of 12 students reported improvement in their reading skills as a result of this
activity, and 9 out 12 felt that participation in online discussions improved their writing skills.
One of the interviewed students from the Intermediate Hybrid class noticed that the CMC en-
vironment helped his writing by giving him more time to formulate his thoughts. He stated,
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In class, the sentences are short and punctual. They are focused on specific
thematic and grammar aspects, whereas online the conversations tended to
be more open-ended. Communication online was more meaningful. Students
could express freely their opinions, beliefs, and feelings. It was good practice
in expressing thoughts on different levels. Besides, the syntactic constructions
in face-to-face conversations tended to be simplified. Online there was an op-
portunity to create complex compound sentences with variations of tenses.

Another student interview revealed that in places where the student had tried to limit
his messages to the words that he already knew, he nevertheless used dictionaries exten-
sively to try to find the right words. He also reported remembering these words better be-
cause they had been used productively in meaningful contexts. However, not all students felt
this way. Only half of the students felt that they learned a lot from this activity with the word
“learning” referring chiefly to grammar and vocabulary.

Some students reported frequent references to dictionaries as unfavorable and time
consuming. One of the Elementary Hybrid II students even posted the following message
to the discussion board: {1 HM4Yero He noHuMaro B bnak6opae, NOTOMY UTO Y MEHS HET BPEMEHU
NCKaTb KaXJoe CNOBO YTO S HE 3HAK0 U NePeBOANTb. Mbl AOSKHbI MUCATb C/IOBA YTO Mbl 3HAEM UMK
HUKTO He ByaeT NoHMMaTb HoBble cnoBa. ‘I don’t understand anything in Blackboard because I
don’t have time to look up every word that I don’t understand and translate. We have to write
words that we know or no one will understand new words.’ It is interesting to note, however,
that the student expressed his discontent in the target language, using the target language
to express his personal feelings. Also, an interview with a student in the Intermediate Hybrid
class revealed that he did not see any difference between CMC assignments and any other
written assignments in terms of language learning because he did not feel the need to com-
municate with others in order to learn the language.

Several students pointed out the immersion feature of CMC. One of the Elementary
Hybrid I students wrote in his evaluation, “Blackboard allowed us to write and think in Russian
outside of class.” One of the interviewed students in the Elementary Online I also mentioned
that online discussions allowed her to immerse herself in the language.

Many students acknowledged the cumulative effect of online text-based discussions in
their learning as well. One of the interviewed students in the Intermediate Hybrid class said,

These discussions give us more practice. What we have learned in class last
semester and this semester goes there. We can put all our knowledge and skills
together. I remember last term we learned the verb “to carry”. I used it in my
messages. I used a lot of vocabulary and grammatical constructions that we
have learned over the year in my postings.

Another student, from the Elementary Online I class, also commented on the value of
online discussion as cumulative activity, saying that “It was definitely helpful by taking all the
information that we have learned and putting it together in one sentence.” In all, the students
in the classes were generally positive concerning the online components of their courses.
They reported enjoying opportunities to make active, productive use of the forms they were
learning while engaging in conversation about topics in which they had interest. In short,
these language learners viewed this form of activity as positively contributing to their Russian
language learning.
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Students’ Demonstrated Progress

In addition to engaging in conversation-like exchanges, learners were afforded opportunities
to productively use grammatical constructions in online exchanges learned in class-based ac-
tivities, for example, the accusative case after transitive verbs (e.g., to love, to watch, etc.),
the use of the genitive case in the constructions “denying possession,” y MeHs1 HET MalUWHbI
‘I don’t have a car,” and the meaningful use of formulaic expressions such as no-moemy ... ‘I
think ... or Tel wyTnwb? ‘Are you kidding?’ that appeared in an educational video viewed in the
class.

Other linguistic forms included in the online course materials such as the comparative
forms of adjectives also appeared in student exchanges. In the following conversation, stu-
dents exchanged their personal opinions comparing the theatre and television:

N.: HekoTopble nitogn gymMatoT, YTO TeaTp - 3TO YXKE HEUMHTEPECHO, YTO 3TO NPOLUSIbIA
BeK. OHM JIIBSAT CMOTPETh TENIEBM30P M BCErAa CMOTPSAT CMEKTAKIIN MO TENIEBU30PY .
A 4yTo pymaeTe BbI? Bbl TOXe fymaeTe, 4To TeaTp yxe “ymep”?
‘Some people think that theater is not something interesting anymore and
that it is from a past century. They like to watch TV and always watch shows
on TV. And what do you think? Do you also think that theater has already
died?’

T.: yto Teatp yxe “ymep” (died)? lMo-moemy, S gymao 4To NtOAM NPEANnOYUTaOT
TeaTp HO TeaTp CTOUT AOPOXKE YEM CMOTPETb TeneBnsop!
‘What, has theater already died? In my opinion, I think that people prefer
theater but theater costs more than watching TV!'

N.: Teatp goporoi Bo ®paHumm? B Poccmmn cMOTpeTb TENEBU30P LELLEBNE, HO TeaTp
NHTepecHee. Pycckui TeaTp O4eHb 3HAMEHUTbIN.
‘Is theater expensive in France? In Russia to watch TV is cheaper but the-
ater is more interesting. Russian theater is famous.’

P.: 8 pymato, 4TO TeaTp M TENIEBU3OP OYEHDb pPa3Hble U HE MOXKEM CKa3aTb YTO TeaTp
JlyyLle nam HEMHTEPECHbIN.
‘I think that theater and TV are different and we cannot say that theater is
better or not interesting.’

T. = teacher.

Another example of students pushing the limits of their learning comes from the El-
ementary Hybrid II class. The assigned task was to read an article adapted from the Russian
magazine Ogoniok called “Mysterious American Soul” in which the author discussed the dif-
ferences between Americans and Russians. The main point of the article was the idea that
Americans value family more than they value work while Russians have the opposite priori-
ties. Students were asked to express their opinions. Many of them disagreed with the idea
that Americans value family very much.

B.: 4 pymato amepurkaHupl TONbKO XOTAT AeHbIM B KapMaHax. [1o-MoeMy, amepuKaHLbl
XOTAT AEHbIM GOJIbLUE, YEM OHU XOTST CEMbIO, NIIOGOBbL UMM cYacTbe. (OCOBGEHHO
oy 34€ech)

‘I think that the only thing that Americans want is money in their pockets. I
think Americans want money more than they want family, love or happiness
(especially people here.)’
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M.:Hy... AeHbrmM 3TO xopoLlas Bellb. [...] 3a AeHbrM NOKYNaeTcs BCE : U 300POBbLE,
n obpasoBaHue, 1 gaxe apy3bsa! M 3To nevansHo.
‘Well, money is a good thing. Everything is bought for money: health, edu-
cation and even friends! And it’s sad!’

L.: 9 cornacHa, 4YTO MHOrMe amepukaHupl XOTAT AeHbrM 6OJiblle YEM OHU XOTAT
CeMbl0. ITO He XOpOLWO, HO, eCnv HET AeHer, GyAeT O4YeHb TPYAHO [uMeTb]
CEMbIO.

‘I agree that many Americans want money more than they want family. It's
not good, but if there is no money, it would be very difficult [to have] a fam-

ily.

J.: M., Tbl HE MOXeLlb KYNUTb MeHs!
‘M., you can’t buy me!’

M.:KoHe4HO He Mory, T.K. Y MEHSI COBCEM HET JeHer nocne noesgku B EBpony :( U
MMBO 51 Te6e He MOTy KynuTb ;) Tak YTO U3BUHMU ...;)
‘Of course, I can’t because I'm broke after my trip to Europe:( And I even
can’t buy you beer;) So, accept my apologies ...;)

B.: [leHrbn Te6e He MOryT KynnTb HOCTasiwux apy3en. N ecnmn oeByLLKM MEHS XOTST,
OHW He LOJKHbI MEHSI XOTETb U3-3a TaKO MOBEPXHOCTHOM NPUYMHbBI KaK AEHbIN.
OHM JOJKHBI MEHSI XOTETb M3-3a2 MOEro THena.

‘Money cannot buy you real friends. And if girls want me, they should not
want me for such a superficial reason as money. They should want me be-
cause of my body.’

M. = course teaching assistant.

The conversation reveals a high degree of authenticity and personal involvement while
mixing serious statements with puns and jokes, all features of real-life communication. To be
involved at such a high level of communicative complexity, students must consider the lan-
guage they are using as they compose: vocabulary and syntactic constructions in addition to
tone and register. The advantages of CMC that students reported in this regard were many.
One of the interviewed students from the Intermediate Hybrid class said,

The clear advantage of online discussions is that we have more time to think
about the argument, whereas in the f2f classroom you have to think on your
feet. Plus in the f2f class you are limited to the constructions and vocabulary
items you have already learned so far or you have to ask your instructor to
translate the word which leads to interruption of the conversation. Online you
can look up new words in the dictionary, and on the surface it looks like the
conversation goes smoothly, without interruptions.

Some students from the Elementary Hybrid II expressed their concern that errors
made by their classmates during online communications might have a negative impact on
their learning. As one of the students mentioned in her written free-form evaluation of the
online discussions,

Students may not know of specific grammatical constructions that accompany
particular words, and may be reinforcing improper habits in their own grammar
and that of their peers. Corrections should be made on the blackboard. The
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blackboard system should be written to allow the instructor to place corrections
in another color over the already typed messages. In this way, students will be
able to benefit from seeing the corrections made for their fellow students, and
their knowledge of proper grammatical constructions will be reinforced.

As an instructional strategy to further draw attention to form, students were provided
with electronic copies of their online messages saved in a Word document with all their er-
rors highlighted. Students were encouraged, using these notes as a guide, to modify their
own messages. Most students seized this opportunity and worked meticulously on their own
errors. As reported in the questionnaire (see Table 4 above), 5 students out of 6 agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement “I was satisfied with the error correction system for this
activity,” while one student was neutral. In the Intermediate Hybrid class where the instructor
did not provide students with printed copies of their messages with highlighted errors but, in-
stead, used only implicit correction injected in the body of her messages, only 2 students were
satisfied with error correction, 3 students were neutral, and one student was dissatisfied. The
difference in responses between the two groups underscores students’ expectations for error
correction and their continuing perceived need for teacher intervention as they progress in the
language.

Overall, in these CMC activities, language students demonstrate a level of productive
target language use that is unusually sophisticated compared to that in traditional beginning
language courses. They made use of the time, the text, and various resources to understand
and generate motivated messages, processes which ultimately contribute to students learning
the target language.

Instructor’s Role

While the role of instructor discourse has been the focus of much recent research on asynchro-
nous online instruction (Ferding & Roehler, 2004; Kebede, 1999), the instructional discourse
of foreign language instructors has only recently received attention (Meskill & Anthony, 2004,
2005). These studies demonstrate that the asynchronous nature of the online environment
can provide excellent opportunities for instructors to implement effective teaching techniques
such as saturating input with specific linguistic forms, providing linguistic tools, engaging in-
cidental modeling, calling attention to forms, giving meaning/form-focused feedback, using
linguistic traps, and corralling learning. These online strategies can be interwoven into CMC
conversations and crafted to call attention to forms that instructors deem teachable/learnable
at that point in the conversation. As the examples below demonstrate, CMC allows instruc-
tors to pause, reflect, and “inject” their instructional language in such a way that maintains
the communicative momentum while tailoring feedback to focus learner attention (Meskill &
Anthony, 2005). The following is an excerpt from the discussion “*Where You Live and Where
You Want to Live” that took place in the Elementary Online II class:

S: Cenyvac g >xuBy B ATnaHTa, [I>kopyka. 3TO KpacuBbI rOpoA, U 3TO TEMJbIA KMMarT.
Ho s xo4dy >uTb B kocMmoce. B kocMoce o4veHb xonogHbi. MHe KaxeTcsd, Hago
HOCUTb KypTKa!

‘Now I live in Atlanta, Georgia. It is a beautiful city and it is a warm climate.
But I want to live in space. It's very cold in space. It seems to me that one
needs to wear a coat!’

T: Kak uHTepecHo! Bbl xuséTe B [pKopaxun, B ATnaHTe, a s xuBy B Hblo-Mopke,
B On6anu. VipuHa ToXe >XMBET B wTtaTte Ixopmkus, B ATnaHTe. B kocMoce He
xosiogHo, a Y2)KACHO xonogHo. Hago HOCUTb He KYpTKY, a ckadaHgp! :-)
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‘How interesting! You live in Georgia, in Atlanta, and I live in New York, in
Albany. Iryna also lives in the state of Georgia, in Atlanta. It's not cold but
TERRIBLY cold in space. One should wear a space suit, not a coat :-)’

S: B Ixopmkuu, Hatawa? MoToMy uTo Bbl XuBéTe B Hbio-Mopke, MOXeT BbITb Bbl

He 3HaeTe MpuHa 1 9 XxmnByT B «Jaaw-zha»! :) Ho cenvac a nuwy «pxopaxums».
MpaBunbHO? o BO3MOXHOCTM JieTaTb KOCMOC-ckadpaHap? S xody netaTb.
‘In Georgia Natasha? Because you live in New York maybe you don’t know
that Iryna and I live in “Jaaw-zha”! :) But now I'm writing “Georgia.” Is it
correct? Possibly to fly into space a space coat?[It is unclear what the stu-
dent wanted to say here.] I want to fly.*

T: [Ja, 93Hato, 4To amepuKaHLbl roBopsT “Ikopaxka”. Pycckune ropopst “Ixxopaxus’”.
Bbl xoTuTe netatb? 3TO OYEHb AOPOro — fieTaTb B KOCMOC. 1 3Hal0, YTO OAMH
aMepUKaHCKMUIA MUNJIMOHEP JNieTan B KOCMOC. Bbl munnnoHep? :-)

‘Yes, I know that Americans say “Georgia.” Russians say “Georgia.” Do you
want to fly? It's very expensive to fly into space. I know that one American
millionaire flew into space. Are you a millionaire? :-)’

S: JleTatb, HET, HO S NGO MAES XUTb B KOCMoOC. M s He MunnoHep ... noka! :)
‘To fly, no, but I like the idea to live in space. And I'm not a millionaire ... yet!

)’

T: TMouemy Bbl No6UTe 3Ty Maet? B kocMmoce Bbl 6yaeTe coBceM oanH. CKy4HO!
‘Why do you like this idea? In space you will be all alone. Boring!”

T. = teacher, S. = student.

The grammar learned by students (prepositional and accusative cases) naturally be-
came a part of an authentic dialog. For example, in the above excerpt, the instructor modeled
the use of prepositional case: B Ixopaxum ‘in Georgia,’ 8 AtnanTe ‘in Atlanta,” 8 Hoto-Mopke ‘in
New York,” B kocmoce ‘in space,” and so forth. She modeled the use of prepositional case with
and without an apposition: B xopaxum ‘in Georgia’ and B wtate xopmkus ‘in the state of
Georgia’ to call students’ attention to the difference between the two grammatical endings.
The instructor deliberately used the word kocmoc ‘space’ in different cases—prepositional and
accusative—with different endings to demonstrate the difference between grammatical ex-
pression of location and destination in Russian. What is more important, she provided implicit
feedback and gently corrected the student when he erroneously used the nominative case
instead of prepositional and accusative:

- Cenvac s xwuBy B AtnanTta, hkopxa [nominative case erroneously used in-
stead of prepositional].
‘Now I live in Atlanta, Georgia.’

- BbixunBéte B xopaxun, B AtnaHte [prepositional case].
*You live in Georgia, in Atlanta.

- MHe kaxeTcs, Hago HOCUTb KypTKa [nominative case erroneously used in-
stead of accusative]!
‘It seems to me that one needs to wear a coat!”

- Hapo HocuTb He KypTKy [accusative case], a ckadpaHgp! :-)
‘One should wear a space suit, not a coat :-)’
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- 9 mobno nges [nominative case erroneously used instead of accusative] »xuTb
B KOCMOC.
‘I like the idea to live in space.’

- [o4yemy BbI Nto6UTE 3Ty Maeto [Accusative case]?
‘Why do you like this idea?’

The student immediately noticed the correct form in the instructor’s posting and
responded with the use of correct forms: B Oxopmxun, Hatawa? MNoToMy 4TO Bbl XMBETE B
Hbto-Vlopke, MoxeT 6biTb Bbl He 3HaeTe VpuHa u g xuByT B «Jaaw-zha»! :) Ho ceivac s nuwy
«xoppxmsa». MNpasunbHO?” ‘In Georgia Natasha? Because you live in New York may be you
don’t know that Iryna and I live in “Jaaw-zha”! ;) But now I'm writing “Georgia.” It is correct?’
In this case, the student explicitly acknowledged the fact of noticing and adopting correct
forms.

In most cases, students do not explicitly acknowledge noticing linguistic forms in the
online discussions, however, by adopting the correct forms from the instructor’s messages,
they demonstrate that they are attending to both the meaning and the form of their postings.
For example, the following dialog took place in the Intermediate Hybrid online discussion on
the topic of what country to choose for a vacation:

I.: Mbl pomxHbl noneTtetb B bepmygabl. Monbd, Tennas noroga, HO He CULIKOM
XKapKoO ... COBEPLUEHHbIN. VI OHM roBOPSAT NO-aHMWMIACKK, 3ameyvaTtenbHble! HukTo
He CMopuTb C 3TUM.
‘We have to fly in Bermuda. Golf, warm weather, but not very hot ... perfect.
And they speak English, wonderful people! Don’t argue with this!’

B.: S cornaceH. o MoeMy Mbl JOMKHbI noexatb B bepmyapl Toxxe. Ho Mbl fOMKHDI
OTNIbITL OT dnopugsbl.
‘T agree. I think so too that we have to go to Bermuda. But we have to sail
from Florida.

T.: 370 MOs MeyTa - noexaTtb Ha bepmyapl. KTo ewwé xoyeT Typa noexatb? Bl xoTuTe
NoMJibITb Ha NAPOX0OAe UM NONIETETb Ha CaMOnéTte?
‘It is my dream to go to Bermuda. Who else wants to go there? Do you want
to go by ship or by plane?’

T. = teacher.

In this instance the instructor recast the incorrect use of the preposition B ‘in, into’ in-
stead of the preposition Ha ‘on, to’ in I's utterance Mol gonxHbl noneteTb B bepmyapl. ‘We have
to fly in Bermuda.’ by using the correct preposition, 3To Mos MeuTa - noexartb Ha bepMmyapl. ‘It is
my dream to go to Bermuda.” and modeled the use of unidirectional verbs of motion with the
prefix no- indicating the start of movement. The student then used the construction correctly
in a later message.

L.: MHe HpaBuTCsa naes -noexatb Ha Kappubbl, HO, 1 HEe XO4y noexaTb Ha bepmiogbl
NMoTOMY 4TO Mbl HagéM “Bepmiogbl TpeyrofbHUK”. MoxeT 6bIT Mbl noedeM Ha
Apyron ocTtpoB? YT0 Bbl AymMaeTe o Aptobe?

‘I like the idea of going to the Caribbean, but I don’t want to go to Bermuda
because we’ll find the Bermuda Triangle. Maybe we’ll go to some other is-
land? What do you think about Aruba?’
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As illustrated in the above example, students were responsive to implicit negative
feedback and, without referring to it directly, demonstrated their awareness of error correc-
tion by using correct structures. When students were asked whether they had noticed the
communicatively occurring grammatical forms and the above mentioned types of error cor-
rection during the interviews, all of them confirmed that they indeed had and had also made
direct connection between these forms and what they had been learning in the classroom.
They found the recasting of incorrect constructions beneficial because the information was
available to be taken note of while not being too intrusive, threatening, or disruptive to the
conversational flow.

Overemphasis on Form

One of the major concerns of contemporary language instruction is achieving a balance be-
tween form and meaning. The same is true of online discussions. Sometimes, when given
the opportunity to initiate discussions, students overemphasize form to the point of almost
entirely neglecting meaning. For example, in the Elementary Online II class one of the stu-
dents took the initiative to start a discussion forum for the lesson, “"Weather and Seasons.” He
posted the following message to the discussion board:

S: Cenyac B Mockee 6 rpagyca mopo3a no Llenscuio vnm 21 rpagyca Tenna no

@apeHrenty. Ceityac B CaHkT-lNeTtepbypre 5 rpagyca mopo3sa no Llenbcuio
nnu 23 rpagyca Tenna no Mapenrenty. Ceitvac B Kuese 1 rpagyca Tenna no
Uenbcuto unm 34 rpagyca tenna no MapeHrenTy.
‘Now it is 6 degrees below zero Celsius and 21 degrees above zero Fahr-
enheit in Moscow. Now it is 5 degrees below zero Celsius and 23 degrees
above zero Fahrenheit in St .Petersburg. Now here it is 1 degree above zero
Celsius and 34 degrees above zero Fahrenheit in Kiev.’

Another student responded to this message with the following posting:

E: CerogHsa B MockBe 12 rpapyca Ttenna no Lenbcuio unn 54 rpagyca tenna no
@apeHrenty. CerogHs B Ante 9 rpagycos Tenna no Llenscuio nnu 46 rpagycos
Tenna no ®apenrenTy. CerogHs B bapHayne 1 rpagyca Tenna no Llenbcuio nnam
34 rpapyca Tenna no ®apexrenTty. (BecHa Be3pe 3a ncknwoveHnem B Cubupe!)
‘Today here it is 12 degrees above zero Celsius and 54 degrees below zero
Fahrenheit in Moscow. Today here it is 9 degrees above zero Celsius and
46 degrees below zero Fahrenheit in Yalta. Today here it is 1 degree above
zero Celsius and 34 degrees below zero Fahrenheit in Barnaul. (It's spring
everywhere except for Siberia!)’

In this example, the language elicited and generated by learners does not represent
authentic communication. The students simply engaged in a drill-and-practice type of lan-
guage activity to practice the target forms. A similar event took place in the Elementary Hy-
brid II class. When two students were assigned to start a discussion forum based on their own
interest, they chose a task that forced their classmates to use the linguistic forms that were
in focus in the course at the time, namely, genitive case after number: “What you have to do
is make up a name and a grocery item that you would like to purchase, both of which must
start with your letter. For example: A) Hi my name is Anna and I buy apples. B) Hi my name is
Ben and I buy bananas ... and so on.” Again, the language generated was drill-like and devoid
of communicative intent.
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L: MNpueeT. MeHsa 30BYT AHHA, M 9 Ky BOCEMb KOPOOOK anesibCUHOB.
‘Hi. My name is Anna, and I'll buy eight boxes of oranges.’

P: TpwueeT. MeHs 30ByT Calwa, 1 9 Kyrno WeCTb CBUTEPOB.
‘Hi. My name is Sasha, and I'll buy six sweaters.’

B: lNpuseT. MeHs 30ByT Onibra, U y MEHS MHOTO OKOH.
‘Hi. My name is Olga, and I have many windows.’

Such types of online discourse do not promote interactive learning, do not increase
self-disclosure and collaboration among learners, and do not engage learners in authentic
conversation. The fact that students preferred drill-and-practice exercises over meaningful
discourse is revealing and supports the observation made by Conrad (1999) that beginning
learners in general value repetition and a relatively structured environment. When pushed
and supported by the instructor, however, students responded positively.

Playfulness

It is interesting to note that the students in all five classes frequently engaged in playful con-
versation while communicating about instructor-generated tasks. The use of humor, puns,
teasing, and irony was common, a phenomenon that tends to be less noticeable in the “seri-
ous” environment of the f2f classroom. According to Broner and Tarone (2001), Cook (2000),
Lantolf (1997), and Warner (2004), the role of playful and creative uses of language in sec-
ond language acquisition is a powerful one for foreign language teaching. As Warner (2004)
states, when learners play with the language and within the language they are learning, they
are thereby negotiating meaning, relations between speakers, the medium, and the context.
Most important, they negotiate their relationship with the language they are trying to learn.
Through play, they transform the target language from being foreign and inauthentic into
something with which they are more comfortable. For example, the following online conversa-
tion took place in the Elementary Hybrid II class:

L: MHe He HPaBUTCS Y4UTb UCTOPUID. ITO OYEHb TPYAHO. MHE He HPaBUTCS YNTaTb
O JI0AAX KOTOpbIX 30BYT Apca ...cyMacwegwme PyuMnaHuHm ... 9 gofkHa nuTb
MHOro Kode, HeT? Bbl cornacHbi?

‘T don't like to study history. It is very difficult. I don't like to read about
people called Arsa ... crazy Romans ... I have to drink a lot of coffee, no? Do
you agree?’

J: K70 Apca? 4 Hukorga He cnbiwan o HéM. 1o MoeMy Kode XOpoLUo, a yar Jiydlle.
‘Who is Arsa? I have never heard of him. I think coffee is good but tea is
better.’

L: Apca 4yenoBek B MCTOPUYECKOWN KHUre. MHe HPaBUTCS Yail TOXe. ; )
‘Ursa is a person from a history book. I like tea too ;)’

J: To-moeMmy, Tbl HE JOJ/KHA NUTb Kode. Tbl JOMKHA MUTb MHOro nmMBa. MHOro
anKoronis Te6st MOXET MOMOY YUUT TPYAHYIO UCTOPUIO : )
‘I think you shouldn’t drink coffee. You have to drink a lot of beer. A lot of
alcohol will help you study difficult history.

L: HeT, cnacn6o. 9 Tak He gymato. MHe He HpaBUTCS NUBO. ... 9 OYEHb rpyCcTHas.
310 cemecTp (Mnm TpumecTp) GyaeT KoH4aTb! Mol nepBbIi rof, yHMBepcUTEeTa
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noytn KoHyano! [lo cempaHus, TpuaLaTtb LWECT TbiCay JOM0APOB ... 6oXe Mow

‘No, thanks. I don't think so. I don't like beer. ... I'm very sad. This semester
(or trimester) will be over! My first year at university is almost over! Good-
bye thirty six thousand dollars ... oh my God ..

In this playful conversation, two students discussed their personal feelings and atti-
tudes using expressions that they had learned from their textbook such as 4 o4eHb rpycTHag.
‘I'm very sad’, 6o>e mon ‘oh my God,” {1 HMKkorga He cnbiwan o HéM. ‘I have never heard of him’,
and others for reporting their own personal experiences. Research in teaching and learning
generally, and second language learning in particular, consistently underscores the power of
student personal involvement in learning activities as a key to success. Here these two stu-
dents are personally and playfully invested in their CMC conversation.

Implications

It is clear from these data that students both recognized and demonstrated the language
learning progress they made in the CMC component of their coursework. The static, written
language of their own and others’ postings along with access to supporting language re-
sources offered opportunities that they did not enjoy in other venues for making sense of and
producing meaningful utterances using the Russian language exclusively. It is also clear, how-
ever, that both task design and the continuous implementation of instructional strategies that
capitalized on the teachable moments that arose during these communicative exchanges was
key to the learning. As much as we would like to think of CMC as a place where students can
learn productively with and from one another, in these high-beginning and low-intermediate
Russian language contexts it was eminently evident that the instructor’s continued orchestra-
tion of tasks and facilitation of the task/discussion processes was critical to students attending
to and appropriating the Russian they needed to communicate.

It follows that language teachers’ awareness of the possibilities that CMC represents in
terms of teachable moments and of the most effective instructional strategies they can use to
capitalize on such moments can be viewed as an important part of contemporary professional
development and practice in the 21t century. Further research on the influence of CMC-gen-
erated awareness of teachable moments for language learning—what Allwright (2005) calls
“learning opportunities”—on f2f language classroom practices may reveal the utility of CMC
as a powerful professional development tool for such awareness raising.

CONCLUSION

According to Long (1991, 1996), the main focus of a language learning activity should be on
motivated interactions with a focus on form arising incidentally in meaningful, close to au-
thentic, communication. Doughty and Varela (1998) also argue that incidental focus on form
that emerges out of natural, uncalculated communication is beneficial for promoting target
language use and accuracy. The advantages of CMC include the opportunity for both instructor
and students to stop the clock, examine the language being used in interactive online conver-
sation, attend to specific features, and engage in form-focused dialog. In this way, balance is
achieved between the development of communicative fluency and an incremental increase in
accuracy. Uses of instructional focusing based on students’ own language production in online
environments has been elsewhere described as positive (Levy & Kennedy, 2004; Meskill & An-
thony, 2004, 2005). As in the f2f classroom, in instructor-orchestrated CMC activities, inten-
tional focus on form within authentic, real-life communication in which learners are personally
engaged can increase learners’ grammatical, lexical, and syntactic competence.
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In the past decade, CMC has offered a tremendous boon to education in general and to
language education in particular. The technology has been harnessed into the service of learn-
ers and instructors around the world. For learners of other languages, they now have access
to native speakers and their target-language-learning peers whom they can query and with
whom they can practice and learn. For instructors, they now have very useful tools for guid-
ing communication practice through conversations with students that are highly productive
and instructive and that allow for teachers to undertake contextual analysis and focus learner
attention on target language forms. In short, the medium is a powerful one for learning and
teaching language and can be used in ways that afford optimal pedagogical practices.

In setting out to determine learners’ reactions to a required CMC component of their
high-beginning/low-intermediate Russian language courses, this study determined that the
learners responded positively to CMC as a venue for conversing in the target language and
for their instructors to teach and reinforce language forms in a conversational context. Based
on the reactions of these students, we can also say with some confidence that lower level
foreign language learners can indeed engage in and benefit from instructional conversations
in CMC.
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APPENDIX A
Sample Tasks

1. Students were asked to discuss topics such as

“Stereotypes about Russia and Stereotypes about America” (Elementary Online
I)

Kakast Poccus? Kakas Amepuka? Yto Bbl gymaete? Kakme ctepeoTunsl 0 Poccum
n 06 Amepuke Bbl 3HaeTe? ‘What kind of country is Russia? What kind of coun-
try is America? What do you think? What stereotypes about Russia and about
America do you know?’

“Friendship” (Elementary Hybrid I)

PebsiTa, Kak Bbl AyMaeTe, YTO Takoe HACTOSLWMA Opyr? Y Bac eCTb Takon apyr?
MNMoyemy BbI ero nobute? ‘Guys, what do think it means to be a “real friend?” Do
you have such a friend? Do you love him/her?’

2. Students were asked to discuss articles from newspapers or magazines such as

“There is a Fly in My Soup” (Elementary Online II)

During this week you will participate in the text-based asynchronous online dis-
cussion with your classmates and instructors. The topic is "B Moém cyne myxa”
(There is a Fly in My Soup). In order to participate in this discussion, you have
to read the attached article from a newspaper (in English) and express your
opinions (in Russian only). What do you think about the problem presented
in the article? Do you agree that it's a problem? Is it exaggerated? Give your
reasons. You can start new threads or answer others’ postings. The minimal
number of messages that each of you has to post during these two weeks is 3.
You can follow the model below.
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Model Ne 1:

S cornaceH ¢ aTon ctaTbén. PectopaHbl B AMepuke — 6osbluas npobnema. Hekotopble
pecTopaHbl OYeHb rps3Hble. S aymato, 4TO HaMm Hy>KeH KOHTposb. ‘I agree with this
article. Restaurants in America are a big problem. Some restaurants are very
dirty. I think that we need control.

Model Ne 2:

Sl He cornaceH ¢ 3TOM cTaThéin. 1 4acTo y)XXMHalO B pecTopaHax. MHe HpaBuTCS
Y>)KMHaTb B pecTopaHax, MoTOMYy YTO TaM 4YMCTO, KpacMBO U BKyCHas efa. ‘I disagree
with this article. I often have dinners at restaurants. I like to dine at restaurants
because they are clean and beautiful and there is tasty food.

“Mysterious American Soul” (Elementary Hybrid II)

PebsaTa, mpounTainTe CcTaThio «3arafgoyHas amMepukaHckash gylia» U OTBETbTE Ha
Bonpockl. YTO Bbl AyMaeTe 06 3TOM cTaTbe? Bbl cornacHbl C aBTOpaMm CTaTbu, YTO
y aMepuKaHLERB Ha NEPBOM MeCTe CEMbS, @ Ha BTOPOM - paboTa? Bbl cunTaeTe, 4to
CeMbsl — 3TO rMaBHOEe B XW3HN? Unn paboTta - 3ToO rnaBHoe B XM3HU? ‘Guys, read
the article Mysterious American Soul and answer the questions. What do you
think about this article? Do you agree with the authors that for Americans fam-
ily is always a priority and job is secondary? Do you think that family is the
most important thing in life? Or that work is the most important thing?’

3. Students were asked to participate in role plays such as

“Wheel of Fortune” (Intermediate Hybrid)

All six of you participated as a team in the Wheel of Fortune game. Your team
won an international trip. All six of you together can go to any country of your
choice. You have to discuss and decide to what country all of you would prefer
to go. Negotiate and compromise. Be sure to discuss why you prefer this or that
country. Use verbs of motion where appropriate. Your final product is the name
of the country you are going to.

4, Students were asked to participate in “conversational” activities such as

“You Look Nice” (Elementary Online II)

Attach your own photo to your posting to the asynchronous text-based discus-
sion forum. In your posting, ask your classmates and your instructors if one of
the clothing items on your photo suits you. You also have to respond to at least
one posting and answer to the similar question of at least one of your class-
mates. Follow the model below.

Model:

MHe npéT 3Ta KpacHas kypTka? ‘Does this red jacket suit me?’

MHe npét atoT cuHuin nupkak? * Does this blue blazer suit me?’
Capa, Tebe naéTt aTa KpacHas tobka. ‘Sarah, this red skirt suits you.’
Oxedd, Te6e MAET aTa ronybas wnsna. ‘Jeff, this blue hat suits you.’
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APPENDIX B
Anonymous Questionnaire (Evaluation of the Blackboard discussion activity)

Please don’t write your name on this evaluation.

Please check the appropriate box.

Statement Responses
Strongly Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
disagree Agree

1. I learned a lot from this activity.

2. This activity was very helpful for

practicing my writing skills.

3. This activity was very useful for
practicing my reading skills.

4. I wish the instructor
participated more.

5. I wish my classmates were
more motivated to participate.

6. I liked the discussion topics.

7. I was satisfied with the error
correction system in this
course.

8. I enjoyed this activity. It was
fun.

9. I invested too much time in this
activity.

10. I experienced technical
difficulties (access to
computers, Cyrillic, etc.).

APPENDIX C

Interview Questions

1. How does participation in the online activities for this course help develop your
reading skills? What techniques do you use reading others’ messages? Do you read
all the messages posted? Based on what criteria do you select messages for read-

ing?

How does participation in the online activities for this course help develop your
writing skills? What techniques do you use? Do you try to adjust your messages to
the level of your proficiency in Russian? Do you challenge yourself?

What type of the online activity would you prefer: task-based discussions or open-
ended discussions on different topics? Peer-paired, whole class or instructor-

paired?
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4. Do you read all of the instructor’s messages? How do you perceive the instructor’s
role in online activities? Have you noticed any specific instructional techniques?
How do they work for you?

APPENDIX D
Interview Questions

1. What is the role of online text-based threaded discussions? How did they help you
to learn Russian better? What prevents you from participating in them? What do
you think would help you?

2. What instructional techniques did you identify so far?

3. How do you perceive the role of an instructor in online text-based discussions?
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