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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of synchronous computer-mediated
communication (SCMC) on English language learning at the undergraduate
level in Federal Universities of Pakistan. It attempts to capture the effect of
diverse modalities i.e. Video conferencing, Text-based, audio conferencing,
and both audio and text-based modes of SCMC in English language learning.
Data is collected from four HEC approved universities, comprising 110
undergraduate English language students and 50 English language faculty
with the help of two survey-based questionnaires. This research finds that
SCMC opens a window of opportunities for language learning and teaching
in real-time settings and helps as an effective tool for fostering English
language learner’s interaction. The study concludes that SCMC helps in
building negotiation strategies that reduce anxiety in interactive
communication. It further suggests that with technological advances
language learners experience more affordances with SCMC which improves
autonomous learning.

Keywords: synchronous computer-mediated communication, video
conferencing, audio conferencing, negotiation strategies, autonomous
learning, interactive communication.

Introduction

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is by now a staple
of research in English language acquisition and pedagogy, just as it has
become the core of the social and professional lives of millions of
people around the world. In the present digital era, communication
platforms are increasingly offering multiple modes, allowing users to
choose from a combination of text, audio, and video in synchronous
communication. However, CMC's biggest advantage is that it fosters
the social environment for group Language learning and teaching by
promoting the creation of an interactive language learning
environment, thus improving students’ language learning ability,
beyond their personal attainable goals (Stacey, 1998).

There is a growing interest in integrating computer-mediated
communication (CMC) with language learning (Kessler and
Bukowski, 2010). Synchronous communication as dialogic
communication proceeds under conditions of simultaneous presence
in a shared communicative space, which may be physical or virtual.
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This definition includes video and audio conferencing as well as a
face-to-face talk but is intended to include also text-based chat systems
that involve private production of messages before instantaneous
which are used to enhance social interaction between English language
teachers and language students and between students and students
based on collaborative, Internet-based learning (Yamada, 2009). CMC
mimics many forms and conventions of written communication. It
could be messages in the form of emails and physical bulletin boards
in the form of electronic bulletin boards, where people can ask
guestions or place requests. Research studies show that CMC can
inspire language students to communicate meaningfully in the target
language and lead to effective language teaching (Smith, 2009).
Asynchronous communication, on the other hand, arises when
interlocutors do not simultaneously share the communicative space, as
in email or postal correspondence.

SCMC not only provides the convenience of remote language
learning to students but also provides a way to interact with teachers
and classmates in real-time, which can simulate a traditional classroom
environment. Indeed, students need more opportunities to
communicate with each other in a real-time interaction (Alwi & Adam,
2009). Many synchronous modes can provide opportunities for social
interaction in a virtual classroom space. Popular synchronous software
in educational settings includes Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft Team,
Horizon Live, Elluminate Live, and Interwise. All these have
distinctive interactive features. It allows students and teachers to
communicate verbally, exchange messages via keyboard, upload
PowerPoint presentations, transfer videos together, browse the
website, and use audio messages, etc. The spread of COVID-19 has
caused the closure of educational institutions around the world, which
has accelerated the development of the online learning environment
for uninterrupted educational academic activities. After this pandemic,
many institutions have become interested to design online courses to
smoothly run their academic sessions because of an unprecedented
situation. In Pakistan, educational institutions use Zoom, Microsoft
Teams, Google Meet, Edmodo, and Moodle as prime management
systems by employing video conferencing applications. Other
commonly used videos conferencing solutions include  Skype,
WebEX, and Adobe Connect, etc. Many higher education institutions
have shown deep concern to deliver English language learning
academic course content online to their language learners effectively
to ensure smooth learning after the uncertain COVID -19 situation
worldwide (Crawford et al, 2020). To use computer-mediated

communication in English Language pedagogy and learning
settings, it is pertinent to decide on available online modalities to
maintain effective language learning. The current study intends to

The Dialogue 91 Volume 17 Issue 1 Jan-Mar 2022



Impact of Synchronous Computer-Mediated Communication Rehana, Jamil
explore the perception of faculty members and students regarding the
effectiveness of SCMC concerning language teaching and learning in
Pakistani Universities. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate the
perceptions, issues, and numerous challenges faced by English
language teachers and undergraduate English language students who
operate the online language learning platform for conducting formal
language learning.

The research questions of this study are:

i What is the impact of both SCMC maodalities i.e text chat and
video-conferencing as an effective tool for fostering English language
learning?

ii. How does the potential of synchronous CMC on linguistic
task-types and lexical difficulty help influence the negotiation of
meaning?

iii. What are the problems faced by English Language teachers
and English language learning undergraduate students in adopting
synchronous computer-mediated communication (SCMC)?

Literature Review

The significant demand for online synchronous education is
continually growing in the present technological era (Allen & Seaman,
2017). Applied linguists have carried out extensive research to define
the differences which lie between traditional teaching methodologies
and computer-mediated language learning (CMLL) pedagogy. The old
myth that the language teacher who can teach well in a traditional
classroom setting can demonstrate equally well-teaching competence
in online teaching, is no more held, rational (Yilmaz & Keser,2017).
There is still a concerted effort required to investigate different new
techniques, skills, and online pedagogies for language teaching which
could fulfil the linguistic and communicative competence of learners
with synchronous computer-mediated communication (SCMC)
classroom. With the increase in the number of students enrolled in
online language courses, effective teaching methods in the online
environment have generated more interest in research on SCMC
modes of teaching (Starr-Glass,2013). In computer-mediated
communication (CMC) teachers must make important pedagogical
decisions about how to deliver course content online, and pedagogical
practices must adapt to the online environment (Koehler and Mishra,
2009). Besides, teachers should consider the best practices that
influence the students™ engagement and learning in the SCM language
course. Student engagement is a key aspect of effective, high-quality
online language teaching (Serdyukov, 2020).

This is an important part of the student's online learning
experience and the overall quality of the results (lino& Yabuta, 2015).
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Therefore, it is advocated that teachers strive to involve students in
classroom instruction through effective SCM pedagogic methods.

It is of utmost concern that teachers' training programs seldom
go beyond software-specific knowledge and technical training to cope
with SCMC (Compton, 2009). O’Rourke & Stickle (2017) conducted
a comprehensive study of online education and its various
characteristics to help them determine the seven major competencies
needed for successful SCM courses. These include student motivation,
technical expertise, social skills, and basic interactive strategies, crisis
management, creativity, and learning style. In recent decades, the
guantity and quality of online language teaching and hybrid modes of
language learning have improved (Allen, 2016). The online language
learning environment may also be disruptive due to various factors that
hinder a smooth digital interactive mode which also includes physical
gaps, pedagogical strategic limitations, and potential transaction
distances (TD) in online courses.

Rohman et al (2020) highlighted major challenges in online
English language teaching that include voice synchronization, loss of
verbal cues, time-lapse, poor voice and image quality, and
unavailability of online resources. Researchers often provide solutions
to these problems and term it “techno training" a solution to address
the needs of both the stakeholders. Many researchers strongly believe
that with proper training, students in the digital age will withstand
uncertainty and anxiety and continue to attend virtual classes. It is
necessary to study the student’s perceptions of synchrony within the
virtual classroom to address the issues faced by language teachers and
learners (Lino & Yabuta, 2015).

Moore proposed a theory (1993) based on basic insights which
are related to the structure of language course, dialogue between
teacher and students, and learner autonomy into a multidimensional
set of interrelated propositions and constructs which he named as the
"Theory of Transactional Distance" (Moore, 1993). It consists of a set
of principles and a model that defines the language learning aspects
with three sets of variables. The first set consists of elements that
describe the structure of course design, the second set consists of
interaction or dialogue between teachers and students who implement
this organized teaching plan, and the third set is the autonomy of each
student which is given priority (Moore,2013).
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Transaction distance theory helps course designers take
decisions regarding the structure, of course, the interaction between
the instructor and the learner through dialogue, and about learner
autonomy (Alhawiti, 2013). It can provide course designers with
suggestions on how to design online courses, for example,
incorporating the structure of the content, teaching materials, the
number of dialogues, and activities to engage the learner to reduce
transaction distance and thus maximizing the learning effect (Seery,
2020). National teacher training programs for SCMC are required to
deal with this urgent situation which has risen after the pandemic
(Zhu,2020). It seems that some joint efforts have been made to identify
and learn new courses and skills that language teachers need in SCMC.
Therefore, teacher training or professional development rarely exceeds
specific technical skills, and mechanical practices (Serdyukov, 2020).
Existing literature supports this idea that there should be proper
planning for English language teaching, faculty training, and provision
of online materials and technical support to run SCM English language
teaching programs successfully.

Research Methodology

It is a methodologically mixed method design (Basu,2010) in
which both qualitative and quantitative approaches are used. It draws
on potential strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods
which allows to explore diverse perspectives and uncover relationships
that exist between the intricate layers of multifaceted research
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questions. The following universities are selected where qualified
faculty (as per HEC criteria) is teaching at the undergraduate level.

o National University of Modern Languages Islamabad.

o International Islamic University Islamabad.

e Quaid-i-Azam University Islamabad.

e COMSATS Islamabad.

Two survey-based questionnaires are designed for students and
teachers separately. The data will be collected in two different stages.
The goal of the first phase is to collect data from a quantitative survey-
based electronic questionnaire from undergraduate students. For the
current study, the questionnaire designed for students will be filled by
110 undergraduate English language students. The second
questionnaire is designed for English language teachers who are
teaching in the said universities to get their opinion about their
perceptions and issues regarding SCMC language teaching. This
guestionnaire is filled by 50 English language teachers of the said
universities.

Quantitative data will be analysed using the statistical package for
social scientists (SPSS) software. SPSS is selected for carrying out
statistical tests, which include descriptive analysis and correlation
(Ong & Poteh, 2020). The close-ended questions of the Survey-based
electronic questionnaire will be descriptively analysed using
SPSS.Cronbach’s alpha ‘s value of .7 or above is considered to be
effectively acceptable for reliability. In Tables 1 and 2, Cronbach’s
alpha value is above .7 which shows it meets the reliability criteria.
Values less than the recommended threshold represent that data is
doubtful and does not seem appropriate for further analysis.

Table 1

Results of the Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient for the Various Domains
in the Questionnaire (Students)

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient ~ No. of items
DBT .858 10
LA 925 10
SLC .876 10
Table 2

Results of the Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient for the Various Domains
in the Questionnaire (Faculty)
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Variable Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient ~ No. of items
DBT 0.875 10
LA 794 10
SLC 841 10
Table 4

Means, Standard Deviations and Ranks of Students’ Attitudes
towards Dialogue between Teacher and Students (DBT & S),
Structure of Language Course (SLC), Learner's Autonomy (LA)

Variable No Mean Minimum Maximum Standard
Deviation
DBT 110  3.9004 2.10 4.70 12143
SLC 110  4.1158 1.90 5.00 .85537
LA 110  3.8183 2.00 4.90 719322
Table 5

Means, Standard Deviations of Faculty’ Attitudes towards Dialogue
between Teacher and Students (DBT & S), Structure of Language
Course (SLC), Learner’s Autonomy (LA)

Variable Minimum Maximum Standard
No Mean Deviation
DBT 50 3.9840 1.70 4.70 .70403
SLC 50 4.0800 1.90 5.00 .73011
LA 50 3.8220 2.50 490 .75222

Results show that SCMC provides an ideal environment for
effective negotiated interaction which offers opportunities to language
learners for getting ample input for making improved output through
continued negotiation. They strongly favoured the use of video calls
for improved negotiated interaction between learners and teachers
which ultimately gain better communication and comprehension in
online academic input. The availability of counterparts™ images helps
to enhance awareness of the social presence of other participants thus
dispelling the impact of the self-contained and isolated appearance of
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the learner in an online environment. The respondents favoured it
strongly that dialogue between teacher and learners and among
learners themselves help to increase understanding ideas related to
ongoing topics and also shed light on their building perspectives based
on shared views which further support overcoming misunderstanding
in online language teaching. Language teachers believe that dialogue
is the only means to achieve considerate awareness of others' points of
view and perceptions.

The second important variable is the structure of the language
teaching course which poses serious challenges to the language
teachers for deciding the right communication technology to be
implemented for teaching to a specific group of language learners. The
results of the questionnaire show that the majority find themselves
uncertain about the use of a certain modality to cater to their teaching
purposes. The real motive behind this reflection is to decide a certain
choice which helps in enhancing learners’ critical thinking and to make
logical and rational choices during the learning process. Some
language teachers are also of the opinion that SCMC does not offer
such an environment where learners can enhance their critical thinking
and linguistic choice-making. Although they agree on the idea that the
use of activities must ensure that they help achieve the overall learning
outcomes. Some language teachers were uncertain that SCMC based
courses would help achieve all learning outcomes which are generally
manageable and convenient in face-to-face teaching.

The third most important variable in the teachers’
guestionnaire is learner autonomy in SCMC language teaching. In
response to the notion that language learners need more time to
respond to synchronous modalities, the majority of teachers strongly
agree that it demands additional time to understand messages and then
respond to them via text-based synchronous communication. Some
language teachers disagree with this belief that autonomous learners
have awareness of their learning styles and strategies. They believe
language learners need to be guided in using different strategies for
comprehending linguistic form and its functions. But at the same time,
maintain this opinion that learner’s autonomy provides opportunities
to language learners to reflect on their learning.

Results

The results of the questionnaire show that majority of English
language teachers believe that SCMC opens a window of opportunities
for language learning and teaching in real-time settings. The use of
both the modalities of text chat and video-conferencing helps as an
effective tool for fostering English language learner interaction. It
provides an ideal environment for real interaction which provides
opportunities for language learners for getting ample input for making
improved output through continued negotiation. They strongly
The Dialogue 97 Volume 17 Issue 1 Jan-Mar 2022
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favoured the use of video calls for improved negotiated interaction
between learners and teachers which ultimately gain better
communication and comprehension in online academic input. The
availability of counterparts™ images helps to enhance awareness of the
social presence of other participants thus dispelling the impact of the
self-contained and isolated appearance of the learner in an online
environment. It also helps to build perspectives based on shared views
to overcome misunderstandings in online language teaching. Thus, it
verifies that dialogue is the only means to achieve considerate
awareness of others' points of view and perceptions (Dron &
Anderson,2016).

The structure of the language teaching course poses serious
challenges to the language teachers for deciding the right
communication technology to be implemented to a specific group of
language learners. It is found that sometimes the language teachers are
uncertain about the use of a certain modality to cater to their specific
language teaching goals. The real motive behind this reflection is to
decide a certain choice which helps in enhancing learners™ critical
thinking and to make logical and rational choices during the learning
process.

It is also found that language learners need more time to
respond to synchronous modalities, it demands additional time to
understand messages and then respond to them via text-based
synchronous communication. Learner’'s autonomy is considered
significant in getting their active participation in different language
learning tasks for which the language learners need to be guided in
using different strategies for comprehending linguistic form and its
functions. Delgati (2018) recommends that in online language
learning, it’s quite appropriate to address issues of student-teacher
interaction, presentation of knowledge and learning materials, the role
of a teacher, the organization of course design, online language
teaching pedagogy, and use of Web 2.0 technology in an effective
manner.

Conclusion

SCMC is effective in learning and enhancing the interactive
communication skills of second language learners. English language
learners at the undergraduate level ascertain that SCMC helps in
building negotiation strategies that reduce anxiety in interactive
communication. Through this study, it is observed that SCMC bears a
strong resemblance to spoken communication and the textual features
of discourse which enhances spoken output of learners. With
technological advances, language learners experience more
affordances with SCMC which improves autonomous learning. Future
researchers may investigate the role of explicit feedback through
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SCMC for teaching English as a second language. The diverse digital
channels may also be leveraged to connect the language learning
classrooms to other language use areas to create opportunities to make
L2 learners lifelong language learners rather than dead-end students
after the language course.
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