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Abstract

Collaborative learning has its roots in Vygotsky’s early 20™ Century theories of the social nature
of learning, which diverged from the traditional individualistic approach. A hundred years later,
the introduction of iPads and mobile devices has provided us with new and powerful collaborative
learning tools that were scarcely imaginable even a decade ago. Online platforms such as digital
walls, applications (apps), and Open Education Resources are providing students with
unprecedented collaborative learning possibilities. This paper examines such tools currently
implemented on a tertiary level academic English Writing Foundations (FDNS) Programme at the
Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT) in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), showcasing examples
of students’ work and addressing pedagogical and technological considerations. One of the most
potent aspects of online learning is the provision of shared virtual platforms which allow students
and teachers to collaborate, brain-storm and learn/coach collectively. It has been found that
collaborative digital approaches to academic writing tasks are highly beneficial to FDNS level
students, who previously found this skill challenging when approached on an individual level.
This may partly be attributable to the profile of our students, who are generally of lower
intermediate level with little or no experience of academic writing—even in Arabic, their first
language. Readily available tools to promote real time and asynchronous collaboration on a variety
of academic writing essay topics will be examined, including mind-mapping applications such as
Popplet and Mindomo, sharing tools such as Padlet walls and Lino stickies, and Open Education
Resources like those available on the “readwritethink™ website.
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Introduction

1Pads are commonly regarded as individual learning devices in the literature, designed for
single users (Benson 2013, Melhuish and Falloon, 2010), and not suitable for group activities or
collaborative learning. In addition, many in the field have criticized the iPad for not being a
suitable device for academic writing activities, particularly extensive writing (Woykes, 2011,
Gilksman, 2011, Weider, 2011, and Atallah, Tamim, Colburn, & Al Saadi, 2015) the latter
specifically focusing on academic writing at universities in the UAE).

However, here at the Higher Colleges of Technology, iPads have been found to be useful
tools in a number of collaborative writing activities, such as brainstorming, planning and most
importantly, scaffolding -- providing models, visuals, contexts and co-operational learning tasks,
(Ovando, Collier, V, & Combs, 2003). Particular apps that we have used include Padlet, Lino
Stickies, Mindomo and Open Education Resources such as “readwritethink™. These apps and the
learning context are discussed in more detail later.

Given the English language level of HCT FDNS students — largely lower intermediate
and with little experience of academic writing — it has been found that working collaboratively
serves to enhance their confidence and expand their skillset in tackling the Academic Writing
component of the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), which is their exit
point from the FDNS course. Though the IELTS Academic Writing Test is a paper-based,
individual assessment, faculty course evaluations and anecdotal evidence provided by both
faculty and students appear to support the collaborative learning model. Students report greater
confidence in tackling the paper and gaining the skills necessary through the less stressful
learning experience of working with peers.

Our experience is our learners can achieve far more when working collaboratively, as
they capitalize on one another’s resources and skills. By contrast, working individually students
can often find the difficulty of the academic writing tasks overwhelming, especially at the
beginning of the course.

Context

The teaching context is a FDNS Programme at the Higher Colleges of Technology
(HCT). All federal universities (Zayed University, UAE University, and HCT) have FDNS
programmes, which are pre-Bachelor’s courses of up to two years to prepare students for their
university majors. With the exception of a few courses such as Arabic and Sharia Law, all
courses are taught in English. The gatekeeper for FDNS programmes is an Academic IELTS
Band 5 — students can then progress to their Bachelor’s course.

This HCT currently have over 20,000 students at 17 male and female campuses across
the UAE, and offers English-taught programmes in Applied Communications, Business,
Engineering, Information Technology, Health Sciences and Education. There is a strong
emphasis on technology, online courses, and project-based learning, and all students have their
own laptop, which has been the policy for several years.

The research participants in this paper are all students from the FDNS course of the
Bachelor’s programme, which is a two-year pre-sessional course aimed at getting students to a
level of English proficiency where they will be able to tackle the academic content of their
chosen Bachelor’s programme.

The students at the HCT are all Emirati nationals, typically aged 18 — 24, though there are
more mature students, many of whom work and study.
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Most students who enter FDNS correlate to an IELTS band 4.0, so their level of English
1s low, and most have little or no experience of academic writing, even in L1. Many also have a
low academic level in other subjects and general knowledge (O’Sullivan, 2004), and thus have
no schemata to draw on when tackling academic writing questions, and these difficulties are
compounded by their limited reading either in L1 or L2 (Peel, 2014).

Academic writing is thus a great challenge for students, and based on our experience the
collaborative model helps by reducing the anxiety some students experience during
individualistic learning, and instead fosters an atmosphere of non-threatening cooperative
engagement.

Literature Review

Much of the theory of Collaborative Learning derived from the work of Soviet
psychologist Lev Vygotsky from the early 20" Century. Vygotsky’s theories of the social nature
of learning were largely forgotten till the 1980s, when social interdependence theory and
collaborative learning became popular (Wertscht, 1985). Vygotsky’s theories stressed the
importance of personal relationships, and considered the mood of a learner to be an important
affective factor in the acquisition of knowledge and skills, similar to Krashen’s much later input
theory (Krashen, 1977). Vygotsky also maintained that different members of a group may have
different perspectives and knowledge to offer, and, as a collaborative partnership, improve
learning outcomes. Probably the most important of his theories was the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) — where learners can do tasks with guidance or peer support that
individually they would be unable to do (Foster & Ohta, 2005, Shabani, Khatib, & Ebadi, 2010),
as illustrated below in Figure 1.

Zone of proximal development
(Learmer can do with guidance)

/

Leamer cannot do

Figure 1. Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development

As social interdependence theory and collaborative learning developed in the 1970s/80s,
many of its aspects became features of modern English language teaching methodologies, such
as the communicative approach, and task-based learning. The collaborative learning model in
particular stresses that strong interpersonal relationships are important, and that individuals
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depend on and are accountable to each other. Knowledge is created as members interact, sharing
experiences and possibly taking on asymmetrical roles (Nevin, Thousand, & Villa, 2009). Many
mediums are possible, from traditional ways of interacting such as face-to-face group discussions
to digital discussions such as online forums and chat rooms.

Collaborative Learning Research Findings

More than 1200 studies comparing collaborative, competitive, and individualistic efforts
have found that collaborative and cooperative learning methods improve students' time on tasks
and intrinsic motivation to learn, as well as students' interpersonal relationships and expectations
for success (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Lower and intermediate students appear to benefit the
most from this approach, which matches the profile of the students at public tertiary institutions
in the UAE. In collaborative learning, student interpersonal relationships are strengthened, and it
has been found there is a strong correlation between the latter and academic achievement
(Roseth, Johnson & Johnson, 2008).

Collaborative learning is already widely used in contemporary English language teaching
via the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) paradigm which emerged in the 1970s, and
since its inception, has remained the dominant methodology in ESL and EFL (Richards, 2006).
CLT is the approach used in pre-service training courses such as the Certificate of English
Language Training to Adults (CELTA, 2010), and collaborative learning activities such as group
and pair work, brainstorming, mind-mapping are typical of CLT activities. Collaborative
learning is also firmly embedded in related teaching approaches such as task-based and project-
based learning.

Though collaborative theory is nothing new, the emerging digital landscape has provided
collaborative learning an entirely new perspective for our students, as digital natives (Prensky,
2001). In our conference presentation (Murray and Peel, 2015), a number of Apps used for
collaborative learning were showcased. These included Padlet for brainstorming, Lino stickies
for creating and sharing groups of lexical/grammar functions, and Popplet, Mindomo and Open
Education Resources such as “readwritethink” for collaborative planning and mind-mapping of
academic essays.

Use of These Tools

Though these apps and tools are accessed by HCT students via their iPad, and most
available via the Apple store, all except Popplet are also available free of charge for conventional
laptops or devices. The first of these collaborative applications is Padlet, a virtual wall on which
students and teachers can brainstorm and share ideas through text, video, documents or images
from any laptop or mobile device. Figure 2 shows an example of a shared wall on which students
have brainstormed reasons for a given cause and effect essay topic, in this case obesity. The wall
provides a starting point for initial discussions on the essay topic, which then can lead onto
further discussion and the essay planning stage.
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Causes of obesity in the UAE

Cause and effect essays

Reem AlZahmi
because of the weather
A (et GE S PR Hayat
because they eat alot of fast food
Amna mohammed
Because of the way of life that UAE people have , they dont do an exercise

et e Daun Amegra Fafimajuma s
Because the fast foods is everywhere Fast food! They are sleeping althe time TR Aisha Bani
e e i Because of the junk food
e Ameera
Nishaalk pkfood 6T o Fastfood Amna Fahad
- Thetypeoffood . 7 Because of the fast food .
Zainab Voo
Aia abdullah going to sleep direct after eating unk food Alia Abdulrahman
Fast food TR ARYS R  JUnK100¢ Fast food
Afrah Alhammadi ishaHassan
ArahB fistfood. | Because of the junk food.
They dont do workout TAT TR S
fatima

Fast food and they are lazy

Figure 2. Student collaboration - cause and effect essay example - Padlet

Figures 3 and 4 show Lino Stickies, a similar online web canvas application with the
same propensity for student collaboration through a post-it note effect interface. In Figure 3
students have created a lexical set of linking words for compare and contrast essays, while Figure
4 shows the teacher view of created canvases.

Compare Contras’
-,

Aﬁ Ao

Figure 3. Student collaboration - compare contrast lexis example - Lino stickies
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» « dawnmurray
— My Page | My Canvases | My Groups | Favorites | Tasks | Trash

My Canvases vou can create s many canvases as you like Tasks

Today Mon, Dec 15
No task

Tomorrow Tue, Dec 16
No task

Compare Linking Words ~ Linking Words >

Contrast Linking For Compare  For Contrast

w Create a new canvas!
Words

More»

Create a new My GFOUDS
canvas

Let's create a group and share
Words To canvases and stickies with your

Introduce friends.

Examples Create a new group»

More»

Figure 4. Student collaboration - sharing and creating groups - Lino stickies

Figures 5, 6 and 7 showcase Popplet, an application which allows students to visually
organize their ideas and thoughts as they work together on the planning stages of their essays,
using text and images to graphically organize the structure of their essays before they go on to
use the plan to individually write the essay.

iPad & 3:15 PM 34% W
m O lef more popplets ?
Y Popp Should young children have
view all clear all . ¥ mobile phone? export

All over the world children as young as four have mobile phones, they have up
to3 The average number of children who use smart phone is
getting higher.In this essay, | will falk about f children should have smart
phones or not.

YES NO
Children will have i
confidence in their self. I ad Poor concentration Thye can not foucs on their studies.
For the emergency cases. Safety - meeting bad people can lead them o
rouble diffrent problems.
Som« medi ill distract them from
[ To know about the modern life. l Aware ] [ Weakness communicate e Ty g s o o re,
In the conclusion, i think we should aviod our chidren from o Alia ali
phones because it have more negative effect than positive oftectin me.r Noora khalid

Figure 5. Student collaboration - plan for an opinion essay - Popplet
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my popplet more popplets

view all clear all [ ] = export

Should young children have mobile
Pphones?

phones in many different children who use
way mobile phones

[ YES

Hook: Suprisingly BACKGROUND: In THESIS STATMENT:
children at age 4 general children In My essay am
and 5 have smart use smart phones going to talk about

NO ]

- Time wasting/skip
H.wW

- onnoy- people.
- using it to acces adult
materials.

- Contant their families. - Talking to Strangers
- Emergencies. people.
- Movies

Conclusion: Finally , | think that children should not have smart
rhones because it will effect on their studies and they will be
autism.

Figure 6. Another plan for an opinion essay — Popplet

s(eﬁ\'» - ﬁ/o""" -l

Sofe - when chidren have mobile phones . they fool

Soter G the porert con Gt o hold of e . g
Emergency : children should get phones for D s Loy S B oy S ot
Srmergencies - Iepgroprote websmos | chagren cone o respormae
Communicate : children shoutd have mobile phones 1o T ST Froniie phrones ity e o
P propTte et

P i e gy

22D
RRR

Condiusion : $o sum UP . 1 boliove all children Should have
Sl B e Bt i o

Figure 7. Students’ third plan for an opinion essay — Popplet

Mindomo, the planning application shown in Figure 8, has similar functionality but the

interface lends itself better to text than images.
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Opinion essay 1
Should young children get mobile
phones?

HOOK- Nowadays young children
as young as five years have
mobile phones.

BACKGROUND- All over the world

Main topic younger children are attract to
Some people think children should have mobile phone. Main topic

mobile phones for three reason P * Some people think children should not to
have mobile phone for three reason

TS- In this essay I am going to
discuss about whether young
children should to have mobile
phones or not.

1. they will wast time
2. they will play too much

1. for emergency
2. to contact with their friend
3. to use apps for learn

3. they will look at bad
websites

Examples
they can to contact parents quick

they can to contact friend

they can use apps to study math and
English Examples

they will wast time on social media
they will play game and not to study
they will look at adult website

Figure 8. Students’ plan for an opinion essay — Mindomo

The last of these collaborative tools is the website www.readwritethink.com, an Open
Education Resource and therefore a free, open and accessible tool for both students and teachers.
Figure 9 shows the initial planning stages of compare and contrast essay on the topic of women
in the past and women of today, whilst Figure 10 displays the finished essay. Although the
finished essay is a much reduced form of an academic essay, the pair collaboration allowed the
students to initially think through and plan an academic essay which provided the springboard
onto much more in depth planning and writing. Figure 11 shows a generic essay template which
can be adapted as in the example for a cause and effect essay. Each of these applications allowed
for in-depth thought, planning and collaboration and in each case students were able to keep a
visual record of the planning which they could refer back to on the mobile devices for further
review.
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Com
Cog?r'ast Map

Ermter your narme and the items you winh
10 Com@are, and select the essay Type.

Whatisa

compare and
contrast

T it Ve

e — 3

4 Whole to whate
W et o @ Verraies

readwritethink sees... xom

Congrats!

readwritethink sco=. i wr sosasmame ety w—

Figure 9. Completing a map - compare contrast — “readwritethink”

by: Noura and Alia

CORtrast Nap
Whole-to-whole

Item 1 Item 2

Women in the past

Introduction
It is hard to believe that SO years ago many women in the UAE could not read, write or
drive.in this esay | am going to c t the e b i

woman of today and 50 years before.

Description of Women in the past

First | will discuss similarities. Woman in the past use to having bog famiilies and many
Emirat woman today have seven or 8 children. S0 year ago al
food and wearing traditional clothes and today many Emirati women still do.

Description of Women today
However, there are many different between woman past and todays. Woman in the

past didn't used to study or works but now many Emirat women studny and having
jobs. Woman now also enjoy shopping and chatting on there mobile phone.

Conclusion

In brief, women life was much more simple S0 year before but | think the changes of
the last SO year give Emirat womans more freedom and choices.

readwritethink sc==_._ w= Thinkfinity | S
e S P 28 e et ot e et e s
ottt e et S, 21 BATICTE 48 S e TR e Y B e o O R, e i Tt

Figure 10. A completed map - compare contrast — “readwritethink”

162



The Collaborative Classroom: Digital Tools for Academic Writing

Essayitap

Are you ready to map
out your essay?

Enter your name and the topic
of your essay to begin.

\ (U811 Cause and effect

a Print Blank Map Get Started )

: -
readwrltethmk YR NOTE SRSt Thinkfinity | o

Figure 11. A different type of map from “readwritethink”

Discussion

In conclusion, the researchers have found these apps to be highly effective collaborative
writing tools for learners at the beginning of their English writing courses, particularly in the
early stages of planning and mapping academic essays. As mentioned earlier, our generally low
intermediate level students find academic writing extremely challenging. This is exacerbated if
working individually at initial stages of the FDNS Programme, when students are new to the
College, perhaps nervous and unsure of their surroundings. Collaborative learning, using these
tools closely together provides valuable social bonding at this early stage of their academic
career.

The digital platform is one students generally feel very comfortable with, and, working
together, students capitalize on each another’s resources and skills, brainstorming and evaluating
each other’s ideas. From faculty and student verbal feedback, class observations, and quality of
students’ work, this process appears to enhance their skills in tackling the IELTS Academic
Writing Test, which is the gatekeeper to their Bachelor’s degree, and future academic success.
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