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Thegreatest problem in communication istheillusion that it has been accomplished

George Bernard Shaw

Introduction

E-mail is a form of asynchronous communication eaanputer-mediated application of
the Internet. Using an E-mail extends languagenlegrtime and place beyond the classroom,
offers real communication in the target language] arovides possibilities to increase the
amount of time that learners spend reading andngrih a communicative context. In spite of
being a relatively plain medium, e-mail can offéfeetive pedagogical benefit of communicative
interaction to the process of learning a foreigrglaage.

This paper describes the research into the e-melilaange activities between two English
for Specific Purposes (ESP) classes of differemcigpizations. The primary accent of this
research has been to investigate e-partners’yalilinegotiate the choice of materials and the
content of presentations on professional themeseviaail exchanges. Such an approach
emphasizes learner’s ability to search for infoiorabnline, critically analyze and sort materials
out and select reliable information. Appropriate ws multimedia for this purpose encourages
learners to become more self-directed and autonsnotheir learning. Integration of learner
collaboration into e-mail exchange project develtipsir skills of negotiating, planning, and
sharing information. The secondary aspect of tsearch has been an analysis of the quality of



online designed presentations that were deliveredace to face conference session. The
implications of this experiment are discussed.

Literature Review of Contemporary E-Mail L earning

Current advances in Information and Communicatieshhology (ICT) affect the ways
how English language is taught and students deudleip language skills. In the 20th century,
ICT was often referred to as Computer Assisted Lagg Learning (CALL). Lately nearly all
learning has incorporated letter ‘e’, and e-leggnimas become natural part of English
instruction.

Keeping up to date with e-learning is a fast-mowinggipline on the Internet. Nowadays
Internet offers the activities of reading daily eaining newsletters, online magazines and
attending e-learning conferences. Interpersonalhaxges engage learners in real life
communication with key partners. E-partners carfdoed on the Net by employing common
search engines. Unfortunately, e-mailing betweenaatlom found key pals does not lead to
effective learning, and, as a rule, is limited taclenging personal information. Even with
suitable key partners, e-mailing can often be moialtic in terms of time and reliability of the
contacts.

E-mail seems to be the most important, unique ntetfmr communication and
developing relationships since the telephone (§ull898). First, it is easy to use. Second,
people find it familiar and safe — it is similar letter writing. Third, it is the most common and
powerful. Unlike face to face encounters, e-madlenges are asynchronous, i.e. do not happen
in ‘real time’. A person has time to think, evakiatnd compose a message. Availability of
thinking time can save e-partners from unnecessasynderstandings and arguments. However,
a person’s ability to communicate effectively vianail depends highly on their writing skills
(Suller, 1998): ‘E-mail is a less spontaneous fafncommunicating than speech. Unlike verbal
conversation - where words issue forth and immebtliaevaporate — writing places one’s
thoughts in a more visible, permanent, concretd,anective format. Poor writing can result in
misunderstandings and possibly conflicts’. Spelliggammar, vocabulary, sentence structure
and style influence the quality of the writing areflect one’s personality.

ICT collaborative project between two schools indgaipore and Birmingham explored
different writing tasks through the electronic eanfe of information (Mei Lin Ho, 2000). The
pupils’ confidence, awareness and understandirigedf own and their correspondents’ cultures
were enhanced in this project. The study also exasiihe role and place of the foreign language
teachers over a period of project time, and disgu$ise implications for both the teachers and
learners. Students proved to be more motivateddapdayed a positive attitude towards writing.
Analysis of the electronic messages showed a t#vu@laturity in pupils’ cognitive development.
Learners learnt to work collaboratively and imprdwbdeir communication skills. Pedagogical
implications of the project include knowledge onoyhvhat, why, and how. In other words,
teachers need to know well the people who are uwabiin the project, the specific areas for
research and follow-up that have to be worked tré#rty with specific objectives, to understand



overall purpose of the project and how it will h@articipants in specific areas, and, finally, to
know a clear step-by-step process of implementation

Rationale and suggestions for using e-mail in fprdanguage teaching are described in
(Gonglewski et. al., 2001). Pedagogical benefits-ofiail are: extending language learning time
and place, providing a context for real-world conmication and authentic interaction,
expanding topics beyond classroom-based themesnagpirey student-centered language
learning, and encouraging equal opportunity pgoéiton. A number of suggestions for using e-
mail are offered: group e-mail exchanges, e-madraction within the class, e-mail interaction
between classes, one-to-one e-mail interaction.

The survey of computer use at the University of liéasra revealed that a little over half
of the 128 respondents were regular users of cae@mpuipending time surfing the Internet or e-
mailing (Jones, 1998). According to survey condadicethe University of Urbon, in Thailand,
(Jones, 2001), 100% of 68 respondents used comspfdere-mail and expressed a desire to
develop computer skills in order to improve thengksh.

Learners’ attitudes and difficulties in learning FESonline were examined in
(Kavaliauskiene, 2003). It was revealed that 71% #frespondents use e-mail, and 52% like
learning English online. The major difficulty is auation of information caused by reading
comprehension problems in English.

Majority of researchers concur with the opinion ttleamail writing is a hybrid of
discourse, combining features of both spoken antlemrgenres. Therefore, it has the potential
to help improve language learners’ oral skills. ld@er, e-mail writing remains essentially
written discourse. While writing in the target |larage, e-partners give each other a chance to
read authentic expressions, notice grammaticattstress, copy words when responding. What is
paramount in e-mail learning experience is leamedlection on language and making use of
various resources such as dictionaries and grammarbooks
(http://www.well.ac.uk/wellclass/email.htinl

The concept of etiquette in e-mail is known as imedtte’, which includes some
straightforward rules, like being positive, politaccurate, brief, clear. Identifying oneself,
pointing ‘subject’, and avoiding unfamiliar acrongrare rules of a thumb. Guidelines of e-malil
writing in business communication extend netiqueties further: clearness, conciseness,
courtesy, consideration, completeness, concreteoessctness (Jones & Alexander, 1996).

A survey conducted in Finland has shown that usdigemail increased five-fold in the
last six years while the share of letters and fadedlined significantly (Wang & Aaltonen,
2004). In business communication, e-mails tend aostylistically close to a writing-based
telephone talk with the obvious trend from the fality of business letters to the informality of
e-mails. The e-mail project between Chinese andi$linstudents aimed at placing students in
authentic business situations, where they wereat@gdo perform a series of negotiation tasks
with partners. The exchange of e-mails construetatbntinuous communication chain, from
request, reply to request, order, order acknowlewge, to complaints and adjustments. The
project participants were expected and encouragedrisider what, and how to communicate in



the particular situation. Participants encountessmime practical problems like different
curriculum arrangements and choice of a group cdiblpawith their counterpart group in
another country. Project implementation problentctuigcted incorrect reading of e-mail addresses
and the timing of the project. The internationaljpct was designed as an innovation to improve
EFL Business Communication teaching and learnitgdéht participation was self-monitored
and depended on students’ motivation and willingriegake responsibility.

Certainly the most readily accessible key partrifersstudents in a class are their
classmates themselves (Porcaro, 2002). E-mail iteesivwithin the class can be effectively
controlled, and structured communication is eagitginable. Possible disadvantage might be the
excessive use of mother tongue in monolingual elss

A valuable quality of e-mail communication is learsi collaboration. Collaborative
learning provides the opportunities for learnersl daeachers to communicate, discuss and
collaborate online — either one-to-one or in groupkelps to bring together groups of learners
for a learning event, i.e. create learning commesitThe term peer-to-peer learning is used for
groups of learners who learn together by settingarmections between the peers. A survey into
quality of e-learning (Massy, 2002) indicates tlEA# respondents are unimpressed with e-
learning. 61% of respondents rated the overallityuaf e-learning negatively. Only 1% rated it
excellent, and 5% - very good.

Summing up the literature, the language exchantjeitaes via e-mail are thought to be
beneficial to learners. We set up an e-mail propttveen two English for Specific Purposes
(ESP) classes of different specializations. Theomapjective of this research has been to
investigate key partners’ ability to negotiate tbeoice of materials and the content of
professional presentations on suggested topics-uiail exchanges. A final stage of a project is
the collaborative delivery of prepared presentationfront of the audience.

Resear ch Techniques

Each of us taught a class of learners with diffesgrecialization profile. We set up a
pilot project between two classes with the objectf applying language exchange activities via
e-mail for preparation of professional presentatiofhe project aimed to place students in
authentic situation, where they could carry ouees of negotiation tasks with their e-partners.
Attention was paid to outlining of ESP themes thatdents were expected to handle. The
exchange of e-mails meant an on-going chain of comation on choice and selection of
materials, negotiation on presentation layout andtent, sharing and adjusting views and
coming to a final consensus.

There were 24 participants — 12 from each classESP topics were assigned at random
to each pair in both classes. Learner pairs wekedato contact their peers via e-mail, negotiate
the choice of materials, contents of presentatannd prepare PowerPoint variant for making a
public presentation in front of the audience. Shislevere requested to send their exchange e-



mails to each other and forward them to both tesche&ho were able to monitor students’

progress in preparation of presentations and aedgarners’ difficulties. Teachers’ task was to
keep track of e-mail exchange, both incoming antha@ing, and not interfere into students’

communication activities, i.e. let them work atithevn pace. Regrettably, two students dropped
out of this project soon after its outset for sorague reasons.

Results and Discussion

Research findings are described below. The datategents’ emailing activities and
effectiveness of their negotiations aiming at prapan of professional PowerPoint presentations
are analyzed. The performance of students in foérthe audience and feedback on self- and
peer-assessment are presented.

Analysisof E-Mail M essages

The purpose of e-mail communicationsen key pals was the exchange of information
and negotiation of content and choice of matepaltiie final stage of the project - delivery of
presentations.

Having no opportunity to meet face-to-face learread to plan their final product of the
project - a PowerPoint presentation. Learners caemjpy full independence in use of
information sources, choice of material, frequentye-mail correspondence. E-mail provided
students with an opportunity to interact with thlegy pals in the ‘specialist’ language, thus
increasing their fluency in writing on professiontiapics. Teachers have been able to monitor
learners’ progress in preparation of their predenta via e-mails forwarded to them. There has
been no teachers’ interference into students’ eiets/

52 e-mail letters were exchanged by the particgahthe project in the allotted period.
However, the frequency of correspondence betweemmegya differed greatly. The most active
learners communicated on regular basis sendingrh&ils, whereas one group of learners sent
only 3 messages.

Every message dealt with some kind of informatiordata on the chosen topic, very
often with attached files of information dealingthvia specific question. Thus, e-mailing
between key pals performed a referential functidre most typical scenarios of correspondence
were as follows: a) introducing; b) suggestionstlom plan for the presentation on the selected
theme; c) exchange of information, website addeessg negotiating the content of the
presentation, agreeing or disagreeing on the chosserial; e) discussing the delivery of the
presentation, technical aspects, possible ditfesiwith PowerPoint equipment.

The most challenging aspect of the e-mailing betwezy partners from two groups of
different specializations was students’ autonomy anllaborative responsibility in decision
making process. All collaboration and e-negotiagigmoceeded in the learners’ spare time at
their own convenience.



L earning Effects

Learning effects are usually estimated by analyzhmg students’ performance. When
learners manage to get the message across corrdutlypart is categorized as successful
communication. When learners fail to get their mgssacross at the first attempt, the second
attempt is usually categorized as reformulation.e Themaining parts of erroneous
communication are coded as other attempts (Sa@@#)2

In our settings, there have been neither refornmuatnor other attempts. Learners have
been able to get their messages across at thattieshpt, and their performance can be coded as
successful communication.

However, the learners produced a variety of writngprs, such as lexical, grammatical,
and syntactic errors, which were counted for eaelnler. The analysis of the present study is
based on error points defined as the absolute nuwiberrors identified in learners’ e-mail
messages. The errors included the omission of ¢fiaitd or indefinite articles, the 3-rd person
singular form, and the word order in the main ds@dinate clauses. Errors in spelling have not
been taken into account because this type of elrassnot caused any misunderstandings in
communication.

Two types of statistics are used to analyze tha.daescriptive statistics are used to
characterize a set of data in terms of centraléeog and to show how the numbers disperse or
vary around the centre. Central tendency is defm®dhe propensity of a set of numbers to
cluster around a particular value. The importanhgh however, is to note that descriptive
statistics do not allow drawing any general conols that would go beyond the sample, but
data would show a trend in the research area. Tdoe®utations are often used to find central
tendency: the mean, the mode, and the median. Ean ns the average of all numbers. The
median is the point in the distribution below whie®% of the values lie and above which 50%
lie. The quantitative statistics are usually usedirnid the level of significance in obtained data,
and a variety of tests is used for this purpose Miost reliable for small samples is considered
to be the-test.

The aim of analysis has been to compare the peaiocenof two groups - 12 women and
10 men. Individual scores of error points are sunwed in Table 1. Participants are presented
in pairs.

Participants Gender Error Points
Saule & Marija Female 14
Aukse & Egle Female 16
Gintas & Povilas Male 6
llona & Darius Female & Male 8
Algis & Simas Male 6




Rasa & Rimas Female & Male 14
Rita & Daiva Female 16
Tomas & Mindaugas Male 6
Migle & Daina Female 10
Simona & Ruta Female 8
Petras & Gediminas Male 16

Table 1. Error Points for Each Pair of Particigaiote: all names are fictitious).

Let us look closely at the differences in perforcebetween females and males. At the
first glance, the males seemed to make fewer ethars the females. As it can be seen in Table
1, the learners of the female groupy(N 12) made a total of 75 errors, and the learoétbe
male group (N = 10) made 51 errors. The average number of eroorthe mean value M
calculated for the female group is 6.25, and themmealue M, for the male group is 4.5.
Computed Standard Deviations are,SEL.358 and SR =1.597, respectively. Thus, on the
average it seems that males performed better dmalés.

However, it is important to know if the different=tween the two mean values is
significant or not. The-test is the most frequently used measure in sel@gliage research to
solve such a problem when comparing mean scoresvimigroups. The adjustment for group
size is made by using a table showing degreesetlbmdf (Brown & Rodgers, 2002). A degree
of freedomdf for t-tests can be determined by subtracting 1 froontiraber of participants in
each group and then adding the two resulting nusniogiether. In our settingdf = 20.

Our application ot-test computation to the data in Table 1 givestth@ue of 2.738. In
thet-test Table (Brown & Rodgers, 2002), fitfr= 20 the critical values fdrare:

at the p = 0.01 level of significance (two-tailed equal to 2.845,
at the p = 0.02 level of significance (two-tailed) 2.528,
at the p = 0.05 level of significance (two-tailed) 2.086,
at the p = 0.10 level of significance (two-tailed) 1.725.

Thet value that we calculated using the Means and Stdridaviations for both groups
was 2.738. This value is greater than the critvediies in the —test table both at the 0.10, 0.05
and 0.02 levels of significance, but smaller thabldéd value at 0.01. Therefore it means that

statistically we have found a significant differermetween men and women at p < 0.01, i.e. men
are significantly better than women at avoidingesrin e-mail writing.



Analysisof E-Mail Language Style

The vast majority of people, 82%, believe good nessmatter online, and 56% of 2000
adults questioned get annoyed by e-mail messagesvire over-familiar, included spelling or
grammatical errors, or lacked a proper greetingr@/V2001). Debrett's and MSN have provided
a short guide to help the e-illiterate, which sugjgadopting the correct tone for each occasion
and remind e-mail users ‘you are what you writey yoll be judged by the content and style of
your e-mail so do yourself justice’.

Analysis of email language supplied information students’ abilities to explore a
foreign language for meaningful communication. &ntd use a typical mixture of formal and
informal styles. Beginning a letter with “Hi!” orHello!” they finish it with “Sincerely yours*.
Many researchers note that e-mail communicationingsnof a delayed conversation. The
analysis of students’ correspondence indicatedsimdarity with the oral communication. Some
letters had no introduction or greeting, and judtvéred important information. This is peculiar
to male letters.

e.g.
“It looks like we are in the final stage of our peot...... ”
Or

“If you have the blue book, you can find informatielated with our subject....”

All students who participated in the project beteefifrom the opportunity to negotiate
the contents of the professional topics and devéhair social and collaboration skills. It is
known that e-mail language performs referential affdctive functions. Referential function is
to convey information or content, whereas affectespresses feelings, emotions and social
relationships between partners of correspondencendi use more compliments and apologies.
Generally speaking, women’s e-mail language is nadfiective than men’s. Lithuanian female
students’ letters contain more features of affectianguage, i.e. thanks, compliments, or
apologies. The women'’s letters sound more persowfriendly.

E.g. Female message:
“Hello,
Thanks for your letter, and sorry we haven’t wntfer so long.......

“Hello, Simona and Ruta.



Sorry for not replying to you at once........ "

E.g. Male message

“Hi, you know | had time, therefore | have madeeaxdample of our presentation. ...."

Some findings on gender-based affective aspe@sadil messages are presented in Table 2.

Affectiveaspects Female Male

Apologies 4 0
Compliments 5 1
Thanks 6 1

Table 2. Affective Aspects in Participants’ e-mails

Gonglewski et.al. (2001) in their research into @tmse in foreign language teaching
among other positive aspects note that it is atigelcopportunity to improve vocabulary and
writing. The aim of Lithuanian e-mail correspondemngas particular: to discuss and negotiate
the material for preparation of PowerPoint predesria upon professional topics. Therefore, no
visible improvement of written language was obseén&tudents had an opportunity to clarify
their opinion, or offer some help, or reject peesggested plan or idea. Thus, the focus was on
communication.

Timing and Delivery of Presentations

Students were allotted five weeks to prepare thesentations via e-mail negotiations
with e-partners they have never met before. Teachawve been able to monitor learners’
progress in preparation of their presentations eAaails forwarded to them. There was no
teachers’ interference into students’ activitieff.cdllaboration and e-negotiations proceeded in
the learners’ spare time at their own convenience.

All the teams met the day before the formal prest@ris in order to practise using
multimedia and to check the adherence to e-spatidic. Next day students delivered their
presentations in front of the audience, and theifgpmance was video-taped. Presentation time



for each team was limited to 20 minutes. Regreftaibt all presenters managed to deliver their
talks within the time limit.

Self- and Peer-Assessment of Preparation and Delivery

After the delivery of presentations, we conductéed tself-assessment and peer-
assessment session by administering a specialigregbquestionnaire. Students were asked to
assess the difficulties that they faced in stadgseparation and delivery of presentations.

Learner self- and peer-assessment provides teadtieextensive first-hand information
about their anxieties and reactions to teachingrigcies and materials. The major benefit of
learner self-assessment is its impact on the legrni

The results of self-assessment of difficulties strfewn in chart 1. It is seen that slightly
more than a fifth of respondents (23%) had problensearching for relevant materials, which is
shown by the lowest bar in the chart. Only 5% oflenhts found it difficult to coordinate their
efforts in choosing the contents — this is reveaélgdhe second bar in this chart. 18% of learners
had problems in using PowerPoint software — thel thar in the same chart. Interestingly, only
9% of learners have admitted being familiar witk thowerPoint software before this project.
Therefore, the vast majority of students had totemathe technique in the process of preparing
their presentations. Almost half of respondents%{#Shad difficulties in delivering their
presentation — it is depicted by the fourth bathmchart 1.
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delivery | ' 45
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0 20 40 60 &0 100
Percentage of learners

Chart 1.

E-partners’ difficulties in preparation of presdigas online.



These results are consistent with the findings shiowchart 2. Multitude of respondents
(86%) feel their performance was successful — tygew bar in chart 2. Over the third (36%)
consider their talks interesting, and 14% - pratesd. None of the respondents ticked other
choices of a questionnaire like an unsuccessfydrafassional, or boring performance. Nobody
considered their performance faultless and peré&tipugh some of them were extremely good.
Learners’ modesty or shyness explains such response

e |
successiul | ' 46
interesting 36
professional 14
0 2Il] 4l] Ell] BI[I 1lil]

Percentage of learners

Chart 2.

E-partners’ feedback on their performance

In a questionnaire section of specifying one’s oasgs about quality of performance,
there were such answers as lack of allotted tim@ifesentation, a necessity to contemplate and
reflect on delivery, and anxiety and thrill duripgrformance. None of respondents thought they
were relevant.

Peer-assessment allowed identifying the best pratsem It happened to be ‘War on
Terror’ as the most informative and picturesqué.palticipants expressed feelings of fulfilment
at having accomplished their assignments.

Conclusions

The research was conducted into gender differemicesror points in e-mail messages in
ESP. Female participants had a mean valygd¥lerrors of 6.25 and Standard Deviation sB
1.358 while male participants had a mean valugdflerrors of 4.5 and SR= 1.597. At —test
analysis of the differences between the Means gtkelt = 2.738. This is significant at the p <



0.01 with freedom degredd = 20. Therefore, statistically men participants preved to be
significantly better at writing e-mails than womgsarticipants.

The significance of this study is its relevancemeaningful communication in ESP.
Language exchange activities via e-mail with theecive of preparing presentations
demonstrated their expedience as teaching toolEniglish for Specific Purposes. Learners
succeeded in preparing presentations online andcessfully delivering professional
presentations in front of the audience.

Analysis of e-mail messages and delivery allows chahng that inter-group
collaboration fosters learners’ autonomous learnimgproves writing and speaking skills,
develops learners’ ability to negotiate and getrtfeaning across, demonstrates the significance
of the meaningful learning, i.e. learning subjebtotigh English, and allows learners to
experience sense of accomplishment.
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