
Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Over the past four decades, digital technology has been a continual aid to 

language learning and teaching. Computers, with their integrative multimedia 

capabilities, far surpass tape recorders and televisions in their capabilities. During the 

1970s and 1980s, numerous language learning software products, which include 

courseware on CD-ROMs, seemed to be the “magic panacea” for language instruction 

and were used in the classroom and for individual learning (Chiquito, Meskill, & 

Renjilian-Burgy, 1997, p. 48). However, behavioristic and computer-assisted language 

learning (CALL) methods with repeated drill-and-practice activities served as the 

primary language learning activities and flaunted student-centered or student-driven 

learning. “Indeed, without careful consideration and crafting, machines and software 

tend to be used poorly or not at all” (Chiquito et al., 1997, p.48). Kenning and 

Kenning (1990) argued that CALL itself contributed “marginal” elements of language 

learning instead of the core requirements of language education (p. 90). 

During the 1990s, the Internet became widespread, and it has now become an 

indispensable part of our daily lives. Learning on the Net provides an alternative 

method of language learning as it allows learners to connect with other people, share 

in the pursuit of a common learning goal, and share interests and experiences in an 

interactive way (Oxford, 1990). Synchronous communication tools, such as MSN 

Instant Messenger [1] and on-line chat rooms, or asynchronous ones such as email and 

weblog have expanded the learning fields outside classrooms and provided learning 
                                                 
1  It is an instant message and presence system developed by Microsoft. The real-time   

communication between people is conveyed mainly with typed text through the Internet. The user uses 

any e-mail address registered as a Microsoft Passport to sign in and communicate with other users who 

are logged into the network. Now, digital files, images, even sounds, also can be conveyed through it.  
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with authentic materials. Email, especially, has become a major method of 

telecommunication and has replaced the telephone and even face-to-face 

communication around the world (Warschauer, Shetzer, & Meloni, 2000). Email 

messages can include not only text but also pictures, videos, sound files, webpages, 

hyperlinks to webpages and computer software integrated as attachments. They also 

can be exchanged by individuals or delivered en masse, to a local audience or a global 

one. Email is generally inexpensive, efficient, and it allows for integrative media. 

Thus, it matches nicely with many educational needs, especially those of EFL 

instruction. Educational organizations and websites have offered email exchange 

projects to connect students or classes worldwide for language and cultural 

understanding through telecommunication activities with authentic materials. 

Examples include I*earn (International Education and Resource Network, IEARN 

hereafter [2]), ePALS Classroom, IECC (International Email Classroom Connections), 

KeyPals Club, and eTandem (The addresses of the websites are listed in Appendix A: 

Website and Webpage List). Now, Weblog or Vlog (weblog with video) with 

integrative media mentioned above also appeals educators to apply in the instruction 

for its more user-friendly and easier appliance (Campbell, 2003). 

These email exchanges or weblog communication usually accompanied project 

learning or inquiry in order to allow for an authentic cross-cultural understanding 

experience. An innovative classroom application called “Project-based Learning” 

(PBL) was developed over the past 25 years in America (Markham, Larmer, & Ravitz, 

2003; Thomas, Mergendoller, & Michaelson, 1999; U.S. Department of Education, 

1995). It uses real-life projects to motivate students to take action to acquire new 

knowledge and to frame learning skills. PBL with information technology (IT, in short) 

                                                 
2 “I*earn” is used on the website of it; whereas the researcher used “IEARN” for typing convenience. 
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allows peer groups to work together to design, plan, and produce a multimedia 

product, which integrates text, graphics, video, or sound to represent and convey 

information (Mishra & Sharma, 2005; Moursund, 1999; Simkins, 1999).  

PBL with IT has also been widely used in the EFL curricula. Web resources such 

as IEARN mentioned above, which is used for cross-cultural understanding in English, 

and WebQuest, a PBL teaching model developed by San Diego State University, have 

enjoyed popularity among EFL teachers worldwide who are eager to innovate English 

instruction. Take IEARN for example. Partner classes in different countries or areas 

are engaged in the telecommunication activities to search for information on a 

common topic, to organize the content and to report their research via email in the 

target languages. Students do the projects collaboratively under their teachers’ 

supervision. EFL educators need to make decisions about the pedagogy and 

curriculum while integrating IT. PBL, when integrated with IT, fosters language 

competence by combining resources and authentic situations and encouraging 

meaningful learning, a common goal of EFL educators (Andrews, 2000; Smith, 2005; 

Stoller, 2002). 

World trends in adopting IT for educational purposes have also had an impact on 

national development policy in Taiwan. “Challenge 2008--National Development 

Plan” states its goals are to cultivate the ability “to master foreign languages, 

especially English, and the use of Internet” and to “establish a comprehensive 

life-long learning system” (Executive Yuan, 2005). Another crucial educational 

reform initiative in Taiwan, Grade 1-9 Curriculum Reform, which began in 2001 for 

elementary education and in 2002 for junior high education, also emphasized 

“capacity for lifelong learning” with “active exploration, problem solving, and the 

utilization of information and languages” (Ministry of Education, 1998, 2004, 2006a, 

MOE hereafter). Under the guidelines of the curriculum reform, each learning area, 
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including English, has to have IT integrated into the instruction.  

PBL with IT has been booming in Taiwan in these past few years because of the 

educational reform movement. Technology-enhanced language learning (TELL) or 

CALL has also been recommended in the educational reform proposals (Huang, 2002; 

MOE, 2001, 2006a; Yang, 2000). Domestic researchers believe that PBL coincides 

with the curriculum rationale of the Grade 1-9 Curriculum (Shyu, 2001; Tzou, 2001a, 

2001b). Creative teachers now apply PBL in the classrooms more than ever before, 

including English instruction (Hu, 2003; Tzeng, 2002; Yang, 2000). 

However, the majority of teachers without an IT background or computer literacy 

are unaware of how to apply IT in their teaching. Younger teachers with IT 

backgrounds or with basic computer literacy are unfamiliar with the instructional 

design (Chang, 2003; Chiang, 2002; Chiu, 2002; Lin, 2002; Yeh, 2002). Another 

conflict comes from interdisciplinary curriculum integration, especially in junior high 

schools. In the past, learning subjects were independent in junior high school, but they 

have been integrated into seven learning areas since the curriculum reform began. 

English is included under Language Arts, and it also has to be concerned with other 

learning areas or issues under the rationale of curriculum integration. How English 

teachers improve their instruction and organize related knowledge has become a 

challenge (Chou, 2004; Huang, Cheng, & Lin, 2004).  

PBL with IT in the basic education coincides with the curriculum reform and 

benefits innovation, but it is crippled by the following defects: (A) the constraints 

imposed by the curriculum, (B) inadequate or inconvenient facilities, (C) 

unfamiliarity with the technology skills from the teachers, and (D) insufficient 

cognition on PBL with instruction, research and information technology. The last 

defect, especially, blocked the implementation of PBL in school education (Hsieh, 

2003). Many studies in Taiwan have shown the challenges faced by teachers when 
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conducting PBL in Taiwan, but similar studies in the context of English instruction 

have been rare (Hu, 2003). How English teachers and their students collaboratively 

implement PBL with multimedia tools and language acquisition is in need of 

investigation. The purpose of this study was to understand the challenges and 

possibilities involved in implementing PBL with IT in EFL classrooms, especially 

through the telecommunication activities, focusing on how teachers and students took 

the challenge and what language learning potential there was. 

 

1.1 Motivation 

The researcher of the study is an English teacher in a junior high school in Taipei 

with 15 years of teaching experience and also is a counseling team member to serve 

the educational circle around Taiwan. Before the educational reform of Grade 1-9 

Curriculum (2001), I had experimented using English writing tasks combined with 

multimedia with seventh-grade students who had learned English for only four 

months. Recently, I have scaffolded students’ writing ability and cultivated reading 

comprehension through weblog. The delightful experiences motivated students to 

learn English actively. I discovered the usefulness of CALL and searched for more 

resources to make the instruction even more innovative. Responding to the new policy 

that required IT to be integrated into instruction, dozens of vendors appeared to sell 

commercialized curriculum or courseware on CD-ROM to me and the school. They 

claimed that the repeated drill-and-practice exercises of the software could enhance 

students’ autonomous learning because the students clicked the mouse themselves and 

that the flashy audio-visual effects motivated students’ interest in learning. I 

wondered what the role of the teacher would be after these new software programs 

were adopted and what the core elements of EFL instruction in so-called IT and 

CALL would be. The higher the tone the educational administrators and the sellers 



 6

spoke in, the lower my motivation were to use the technology. Originally a pioneer of 

CALL instruction at my school, I retreated from innovation.  

A short conversation with a talented science and technology teacher in an 

elementary school lifted my spirits again. His theme-based curriculum with real life 

experience learning had a strong impact on me. He has never used textbooks but put 

his curriculum on the webpage he made. Students learned happily and well. He 

repeatedly reminded me of the importance of the teacher’s role and of well-integrated 

curriculum plan and design.  

I browsed the Internet and found that PBL instruction has been used for decades 

in education on both the local and global level. Some EFL/ESL educators applied 

innovative instruction to the whole language learning approach and built up an 

integrated knowledge system (Grabe, 2006; Tzeng, 2002; Warschauer et al., 2000; 

Yang, 2000). Language learning was not for its own sake but to allow for social 

interaction and lifelong learning, which matched the rationale of the curriculum 

reform. However, it was a pity that domestic research on PBL with IT for EFL 

instruction was rare, especially for junior high school instruction (Hu, 2003). 

Later, I attended an in-service teacher workshop and developed a deep 

admiration for the AJET Digital School teaching team, devoted to PBL with IT for 

EFL instruction. The digital school was sponsored by the Ministry of Education and 

was managed mainly by high school teachers in Kaohsiung. They introduced another 

teaching team near my school and encouraged me to investigate their instructional 

methods.  

I regarded myself as an intern teacher so that I could learn from the teachers 

participating in the research. The research was conducted not only for this thesis itself 

but also in order to allow me to reflect and improve my own instruction. 
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1.2 Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to discover how PBL is integrated with IT for EFL 

learning, especially through telecommunication activities. It was a qualitative case 

study on two EFL teachers in a junior high school. The researcher investigated the 

teaching and learning processes and expanding activities and analyzed the potential of 

their innovative language learning instruction. I was particularly concerned with the 

challenges that confronted the teachers and students and how they collaboratively 

implemented the teaching and learning activities. One crucial concern was how 

project-based telecommunication activities effectively developed English competence.  

English learning at school is not only for the exams that many students, teachers 

and parents confirmedly believe it unavoidable destination. I earnestly hope the result 

of the study can encourage EFL educators and learners collaboratively to acquire the 

target language from real life and apply it to real-life situations, especially with IT to 

enhance the holistic language competence. Most of all, the study could contribute to 

the basic EFL education with the diverse instructions. 

`  

1.3 Research Questions 

For the purpose of the study, the research questions are: 

1. Based on the experience of two junior high EFL classrooms, what are the 

challenges embedded in project-based learning?  

2. How do the two English teachers and their students collaboratively 

implement project-based learning? 

3. How does project-based learning contribute to the students’ overall language 

learning experience? 

Through the qualitative study on the process of the project-based 

telecommunication activities in the junior high school, the questions above could be 
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solved and the study could contribute to the educational circle in Taiwan. 

 

1.4 Definition of Terms 

(1) Project-based Learning 

Project-based learning is a teaching method that helps students develop their 

knowledge and learning skills through the use of real-life inquiry processes and active 

completion of tasks. The projects are centered around a learning theme and 

encompass challenging tasks to engage students and encourage them to collaborate in 

solving problems, making decisions, and completing activities. The process 

culminates in their products or presentations (Markham et al., 2003). 

 

(2) Scaffolding 

Scaffolding refers to an education process in which teachers first provide the 

appropriate support, interventions or instructions for learners to develop or improve 

their specific skills. The teachers then remove the support little by little when they see 

that the learners are ready to master the target skills on their own or have reached the 

optimal level (Bruner, 1983). 

  

(3) Telecommunication Activities 

Telecommunication activities refers to cross-cultural communication projects 

that allow students of different linguistic backgrounds to work together to enhance 

culture understanding and exchange ideas through the use of technology. Students 

effectively learn about cultural differences in the target language by exchanging 

emails, visiting websites, or through audio and video teleconferencing. In addition, the 

participants learn about socialization through the communication and interaction 

among themselves (Wilkenson & Sherman, 1996). 


