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Abstract: Some 15 years ago we were talking about using computers in language teaching in 
Slovak schools as something very rare, mostly mentioning simple applications. Later on there was 
a boom of educational multimedia and we started to debate much not just about CALL, but we 
were also mentioning multimedia in language teaching. Today, talking about computer assisted 
language teaching is not the correct term to describe new trends as m-learning (using mobile 
phones in education). Using Second life to deliver materials to students (with 3D graphics) etc. is 
very slowly building its position in education as well. People even read texts, send texts, look up 
all the information about the movie sitting in cinemas and theatres; people traveling on buses read 
e-books and watch movies and they do not bother themselves by carrying notebooks, they have 
their phones. Development in the technical sphere is rapid, however its reflection in the 
educational sphere is much slower than one would expect. Usually some “geeks” act as pioneers 
and influence their colleagues showing the possibilities and advantages of using them in 
schooling. Systematic preparation of pre-service teachers in using technologies in language 
teaching is missing. 
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Introduction  

Virtual education is becoming reality not only in western countries (where it has a longer tradition). In 
our country several attempts (many of them successful) to introduce e-learning in various forms have 
been noticed. 

New methods and approaches are usually introduced with the effort to make learning and teaching 
more effective. In the case of e-learning it can be said that this aim is not a priority. What is very 
important in e-learning (or distance education generally) is that the student is not bound to fixed 
location or time as much as in case of face to face (F2F) education. Much work can be done at a place 
and time “determined” by the student themselves. 

Terms like distance learning, e-learning, blended learning are widely used; although they are known I 
would like to briefly introduce their meaning and their use for the purpose of this article. 

The definition of distance education presented on wikipedia supports the aim I have mentioned 
already. “Distance education, or distance learning, is a field of education that focuses on the pedagogy, 
technology, and instructional system designs that aim to deliver education to students who are not 
physically "on site" in a traditional classroom or campus. It has been described as "a process to create 
and provide access to learning when the source of information and the learners are separated by time 
and distance, or both1.”2 

In this article I would like to stress that DE can be used for both formal and informal education and the 
following definition stresses the possibility to use this form in formal education: “A formal learning 
activity which occurs when students and instructor are separated by geographic distance or by time, 

                                                            

1 Honeyman and Miller (1993). Agriculture distance education: A valid alternative for higher education? 
Proceedings of the National Agricultural Education Research Meeting 67-73 

2 Distance education. Wikipedia [online] [2010-08-16] <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distance_education> 
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often supported by communications technology such as television, videotape, computers, email, mail, 
or interactive videoconferencing”3. 

There are many definitions that specify technologies that distance education should use, however 
many of them mistakenly define computers and the internet as the main tools and technologies which 
are the features of e-learning, where e stands for electronic. 

Considering the terms distance education and e-learning – distance education is an umbrella term, 
hyperonym (or superordinate) that covers not only hyponym e-learning but also correspondence 
courses, radio programmes, TV programmes, etc. However, currently the terms are considered 
synonyms.  

Thus, e-learning is a form of distance education with “learning activities based on any electronic 
format” (teAchnology)4. This is a very general definition. If I am to be more specific I can say that e-
learning means “to take a course online using a modem, wireless, or cable connection to 
access academic course material from a computer, phone, or handheld device”5 (Governors State 
University, 2000). This definition does not limit technologies to the Internet (as many definitions do) 
but also introduces newer technologies such as handhelds or phones. 

Tools, aids, materials and technologies are aspects of educational process and as they influence 
classroom management there is a chain of changes. The main aim of education is the same but 
methods, approaches and tools are different. 

Reigeluth (1996) introduces the "key markers" that are typical of information-age and the old 
(industrian-age) paradigm: 

INDUSTRIAN AGE  INFORMATION AGE  

Standardization . . . Customization 

Centralized control . . . Autonomy with accountability  

Adversarial relationships . . . Cooperative relationships  

Autocratic decision making . . . Shared decision making  

Compliance . . . Initiative  

Conformity . . . Diversity  

One-way communications . . . Networking  

Compartmentalization . . . Holism  

Parts-oriented . . . Process-oriented  

Teacher as "King" . . . Learner (customer) as "King" 

 

                                                            

3 Glossary of College and Distance Learning Terms, The Northeast Texas Network Consortium Coordinating 
Office  < http://www.netnet.org/students/student%20glossary.htm> 

4 TeAchnology.  The Online Teacher Resource. [online] [2010-08-22] < http://www.teach-
nology.com/glossary/terms/e/> 

5  Governors State University [online] [2010-08-22] < http://www.govst.edu/elearning/default.aspx?id=12984> 
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The shift towards a learner-based approach, autonomous learning, and orientation of process are the 
most frequently mentioned characteristics of distance learning. The key roles in an educational process 
are the teacher and the learner and Reigeluth marks them as “kings”. At the beginning of the course it 
has to be decided whether it is a self-access, self-paced or a moderated course. We have to realize that 
even in self-access courses we have to think about the possibility to help learners, especially with the 
technical and study problems and there should be a support, a contact person.  

The role of a teacher is shifted from controller to facilitator. A tutor in a moderated course is more or 
less the same as in face to face teaching; however, an e-learning tutor uses different tools to control, to 
facilitate, to navigate, to provide resources, to motivate, to observe and assess, to help. Using e-tools, 
the LMS (learning management system) might be a stimulus and an impulse for all teachers as LMS 
can simplify evidence, records of students progress, results, presence etc.; it makes a compact place 
for publishing and delivering materials from teachers to students and vice versa. 

The student and the teacher act mostly as partners; it is very important that students are ready to 
cooperate and collaborate. They also have to be self-disciplined and autonomous learners responsible 
for their own learning and progress. 

This means that material must be prepared very carefully – the motivation phase is important, the 
clarity of material, readability of texts, various ways of presentations with controlling questions where 
the learner self-checks and self-evaluates and assesses readiness to progress to the next step or a 
module or a chapter. 

1 Interaction 

It has been stated that there is geographical as well as time distance. Face-to-face direct contact is 
absent and it has to be substituted in different way.  

Learner-centered teaching is much discussed nowadays as well as there is a necessity to consider 
different learning styles (Burgerová, 2001) in teaching and different learning strategies (Oxford, 
1990). Similarly, great attention is paid to autonomous learners (Straková, 2003).  

As already mentioned, the information age is oriented towards the learner, autonomous learning and 
the application of learning strategies and accepting different learner styles. Teachers in F2F 
environment have various tools to learn more about the students’ way of thinking, learning, and their 
interests, as well as tools to help or navigate them. E-tutors also have to know their students and they 
have various forms and possibilities to do so. Many members of social networks claim that they are 
more open in virtual e-discussions compared to face-to-face communication. What is more, many 
experienced e-learners are more willing to cooperate, to share their ideas in e-learning. They claim 
they feel that not only the final product is assessed but what matters is their contribution to the final 
result. 

E-learning is characterized by “absence of physical presence”. Thus students must be given a “guide” 
to what the outcomes of the course are, what the expectations and duties are, as well as lists of 
teaching materials (or links where to access it), reference material, etc., the guide (tutorial) to how to 
get oriented in a course (especially if the students take part for the first time in a particular e-system).  

In face to face teaching a teacher has various possibilities of creating interaction patterns. Many 
teachers claim that there is no interaction among students in e-environment, which is not true. The 
interaction is managed by teachers and all interaction patterns are possible to be used, it just needs 
organization skills of the tutor. What we have to teach e-students at the very beginning of the course 
are the ways of how to communicate and to challenge them (through the whole course) to 
communicate. Pairs as well as groups can be organized and they have various tools to communicate 
(e.g. e-mail, synchronous or asynchronous chats, threaded discussions, etc. They also have various 
platforms for brainstorming or sharing ideas (e.g. wikis (what I know is…), conference chats, etc). 

It is necessary to realize that many students experience such courses for the first time and they might 
have not only technical problems but also social problems. They do not know the netiquette, how to 
enter the debate, how to keep discussion going. 
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Creating one’s own profile is usually the first step in all social networks immediately after registering; 
usually a photograph is added to help people recognize each other, to know who they are 
communicating with. The same should be done in e-courses, where students should introduce 
themselves. 

 

 
Figure 1 LMS Moodle screen – Profile editing 

 

The informal discussion as an ice breaker in F2F courses is typical and it might also be used in e-
communication. Its advantage is that it is permanent and not time limited. Discussions might be later 
started and categorized according to the topic (which might be compared to out-school or out-class 
discussions). 

Collaborative project-based learning (CPBL) is widely used in e-learning course. The students have to 
communicate and collaborate to reach the common aim. CPBL is based on a social constructivist 
approach and is described by Oliver (2001, In: Cunningham, McDonell, McIntyre, McKeena (2009)) 
as an approach that challenges students to construct their own knowledge and understanding within a 
team environment and in the context of a genuine problem. He defines CPBL as engaging students in 
“the process of designing and creating products that meet authentic needs” (p. 7). 

Thus, except for individual work, the tutor should use pair work and groupwork very often to keep 
students in touch, to challenge discussions, to share ideas and knowledge. Tutors also use whole group 
work in a form of brainstorming or wikis very frequently. 

Tuckman (1965) distinguishes 5 steps in forming teams; forming, storming, norming, performing and 
adjourning. This is valid for both, F2F and e-learn educations. Building relations is very fragile and 
sensitive and we have to be very careful to minimize possible drop-outs and to create a positive 
working atmosphere. We have to realize that we are asking different people, individuals (stronger or 
weaker; dominant or submissive) with different approaches and preferences to cooperate. In the 
storming phase they struggle and suppress their own priorities and try to make common decisions to 
find solutions how to reach goals. 

Cunningham, McDonell, McIntyre, McKeena (2009) reflect on their own experience as students in e-
courses. It is interesting that one of the first ideas is devoted to the teacher: “The importance of a 
vigilant and good-humoured tutor as a positive role model was a particularly valuable lesson. She 
demonstrated best practice in challenging and supporting each student according to his or her level and 
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experience. My own e-learning experience, therefore upholds the contention that blended learning can 
cater for individual learning needs. This brought it home to me that e-learning was not just about the 
technology, and it became apparent that technology complements rather than replaces the human 
dimension of learning. My experience also supports the assertion by Gagné et al. (2005) that the effort, 
skill, and pedagogy of the teacher are the most important factors influencing the success of an online 
course.”(p. 63).  

2 Possible Problems  

Two aspects of e-learning can be distinguished: didactic (or pedagogical) and technology (technical) 
aspects. Concerning technical aspects one can speak about hardware and software. The truth is that our 
schools usually do not employ or employ just few people to maintain technical problems (regular 
upgrades and updates). Thus messages like Firefox not responding. 
net::ERR_CONNECTION_TIMED_OUT. Incorrect password. No connection could be made because 
the target machine actively refused it. The operation timed out waiting for a response from the 
receiving (POP) server 0x8004210a make the tutor and students feel frustrated. 

If one is playing a game and such a message appears, it might be annoying but this can be solved later. 
In the case of having a synchronous meeting in an e-learning course and having no one to help 
immediately it might be a problem and can mean an absence in a course.  

Technical problems have to be expected and back-up plans must be ready. However, if one can predict 
possible problems all participants can be ready for such occasions and informed what to do in a 
particular case. 

Another aspect to mention is e-competence. All participants in e-learning have to reach a certain level 
of e-competence. Basic writing skills (typing) is a matter of course, copying and pasting the texts, 
sending e-mails and attachments. Saving and retrieving documents, printing documents is a minimum. 
Uploading and downloading documents is a necessity. Most people below 40 can do it, which is our 
advantage. However, we have to realize that there is still a group of “computer-phobic” or “computer-
resistant” people who would need special attention, especially at the beginning of the course; in the 
“socializing” phases they feel secure in later stages (see Maslow hierarchy of needs). Thus readiness 
of users must be checked. 

Conclusion 

Nowadays there are two groups of people living next to each other that are labeled by Marc Prensky 
(e.g. 2001) as “digital immigrants” and “digital natives”. It would be naive to assume that all teachers 
will use e-education to support their teaching as an alternative to face-to-face courses.  

Digital learning has the potential to find its place in our educational environment. It needs belief, 
motivation, courage and strength of teachers to struggle with technical problems and other problems 
that are present in e-education. 

When speaking about e-learning we very often speak about technology. Many teachers are afraid that 
they will be substituted by “cold machines”. The truth is that “cold machines” are just a means used to 
deliver “message” from a tutor to a student. And the tutor must be not just a good subject teacher but 
also a very good and well-skilled psychologist who can help “live” learners in the virtual classroom. 

References 

Burgerová, J. (2001), Internet vo výučbe a štýly učenia. Prešov: SAMO AUTOMATION. 

Cunningham, T., McDonell, C., McIntyre, B., McKenna, T. (2009), A Reflection on Teachers’ 
Experience as E-Learners, In: Donelly, McSweeney Applied E-Learning and E-Teaching in Higher 
Education, IGI Global (e-book) 

Distance education. Wikipedia, available at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distance_education>, 
retrieved 16th Aug, 2010. 



66 Ivana Cimermanová 

Glossary of College and Distance Learning Terms, The Northeast Texas Network Consortium 
Coordinating Office, available at <http://www.netnet.org/students/student%20glossary.htm>, 
retrieved 22nd Aug, 2010. 

Governors State University, available at <http://www.govst.edu/elearning/default.aspx?id=12984>, 
retrieved 22nd Aug, 2010. 

Honeyman and Miller (1993), Agriculture distance education: A valid alternative for higher 
education? Proceedings of the National Agricultural Education Research Meeting, pp 67 – 73. 

Oliver, R. (2001), Developing online learning environments that support knowledge construction. In: 
S. Stoney & J. Burns (Eds.), Working for excellence in the e-conomy (pp. 407 – 416). Churchlands, 
Australia: We-B Centre, available at <http://elrond.scam.ecu.edu.au/oliver/2001/webepaper.pdf>, 
retrieved: April 10, 2007. 

Oxford, R. (1990), Language Learning Strategies: What Every Teacher Should Know, Boston: Heinle 
& Heinle Publishers. 

Prensky, M. (2001a, September/October). Digital natives, digital immigrants, On the Horizon, Vol 47, 
Number 5, pp 1 – 6. 

Reigeluth, C., M. (1996), CM ITForum Paper #17: What Is the New Paradigm of Instructional Theory 
Indiana University [Internet], available at <http://itech1.coe.uga.edu/itforum/paper17/paper17.html>, 
retrieved: June 24, 2002. 

Straková, Z. (2003), Vedieme žiakov k samostatnosti. Prešov: MPC v Prešove.  

TeAchnology.  The Online Teacher Resource. Available at <http://www.teach-
nology.com/glossary/terms/e/>, retrieved 22nd Aug, 2010. 

Author 

PaedDr. Ivana Cimermanová, PhD., Department of English Language and Literature, Faculty of 
Natural Sciences and Humanities, Prešov University in Prešov, Slovakia, e-mail: cimerman@unipo.sk 

 

  


