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Abstract: Moodle is an open source eLearning software platform that was originally developed
by Martin Dougiamas which enables teachers to create online courses supporting interactions between
teachers and their students. In recent years, Moodle has drawn the attention of teachers in Hong Kong.
This is because undergraduate degree courses provided by universities in Hong Kong have been
changed from three-year degrees to more generalized four-year courses in academic year 2012-2013.
Due to double cohort, big classes are formed in Hong Kong Institute of Education (HKIEd), this has
made it very difficult for Putonghua teachers to cater every student’s needs in class and caused many
other problems. In light of this, universities in Hong Kong are exploring the potentials of Moodle in
enhancing teaching and learning. In this paper, with reference to Intermediate Putonghua course in
HKIEd, we will deal with the following two problems: 1) How various activities and resources have
been used in the Moodle; 2) How Moodle course can improve students’ learning experience.

Key words: Moodle elearning self-learning



1. Introduction

Academic year 2012-2013 is crucial to Hong Kong’s education system especially to Hong Kong's
universities as they start to switch from three-year degree courses to more generalized four-year degree
courses. Due to double cohort, big classes are formed with nearly 40 students in each class of
Intermediate Putonghua Course in Hong Kong Institute of Education. As a result, it becomes harder
for the subject teacher to cater every student’s needs in class. In order to handle the challenge arising
from the double cohort, the application of online learning (Moodle) is vital to guide students through
structured learning paths. Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment) (Rice,
2006) is an open source eLearning software platform that was originally developed by Martin
Dougiamas which enables teachers to create online courses supporting interactions between teachers
and their students. In this report, we will describe the following: 1) How to access our Moodle course;
2) How various activities and resources have been used in our Moodle course; 3) How the Moodle

course [or just “Moodle”] can improve students’ learning experience.

2. How to access Moodle course?

Registered students are assigned to the module of “Intermediate Putonghua”. When they log in

their personal accounts at Moodle Login page (http://moodle.ied.edu.hk), they can access the Moodle

course we created (Figure 1).
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http://moodle.ied.edu.hk/

Students have to read the “Scheme of Work”, “Teaching and Learning Plan”, and the

“Regulations of Individual Behavior in Language Centre” posted on Moodle before they start. The

instructions are written in a clear and concrete way so that a clear goal is set for students to follow.

Also, they can understand their roles and permission when using the Moodle course (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 Intermediate Putonghua Course Information




3. How various activities and resources have been used in the Moodle?

What can teachers do in Moodle to get the students actively involved in the course and have good
learning experience? This Moodle course offers many different ways to communicate with the
students:

3.1 Activities:

3.1.1 Discussion Forum

Discussion forums are fabulous tools that can engage students in collaborative projects, such as
topic discussion, group project discussion and so on. In our Moodle course, students can gain marks by
posting some “trendy phrases” (7it{ TeaEEEHE ~f7]) on forum (Figure 3). It is a part of the assessment
and accounts for 5% marks of the whole module. The instructions are clearly stated in the forum.
Moreover, students can gain peer feedback as they could respond to the thread. In this way, students’
achievement is ensured not only based on the marks from teachers, but also feedback and comments
from fellow classmates (Figure 4). Students can make use of their computers’ usability options to
overcome the difficulties in communication and they have time to research and think before replying

which foster students’ self-regulated learning.
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Figure 3 Discussion Forum “Ji{7aaeEBHERE”
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3.1.2 Chatroom

Chatting is synchronous communication, which is a tool allowing teachers and students to hold a
text-based discussion in real time. In a chatroom « " [ imEE | SRFEHIK =" (Figure 5), students
need to log in to the session at the same time. Students can raise questions regarding the Intermediate

Putonghua course and they can collaborate to answer the queries and teacher will also provide

guidance.
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3.1.3 Survey

The Moodle survey includes a set of questions installed in Moodle (Figure 6). Students can give

comments to the Putonghua clinic, and also provide some feedback of the course content and the

teaching materials.
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Intermediate Putonghua Course Survey




3.2 Resources

3.2.1

Audio and Video Resources

This Moodle course meets the demand by encouraging and supporting the use of multimedia
(Figure 7). Students can self-learn and revise by listening and watching the instructional videos
repeatedly and practice by themselves at home. This can enhance their knowledge perceived in class.
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3.2.2 Putonghua Wiki

Wiki is powerful for collaborative activities because its structure helps coordinating information
provided by class members. In this course, students can enter items defining different Putonghua terms
related to the course onto Wiki. There is a table of content listing out the hyperlink of each entry for
students to select (Figure 8). Students are also encouraged to upload images and files, share links to
resources and lecture notes, manage group projects and add video clips as appropriate for the course.
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4. How Moodle course can improve the learning experience of the students?

Moodle also provides a platform for teachers to offer extra help including tutorials, self-learning
materials, discussion platform, quizzes, and questionnaires to suit different needs of students. It
accumulates a large amount of valuable information for analyzing students’ behavior (Mostow & Beck,
2006), such that teachers can evaluate the structure of course content and its effectiveness in the
learning process and classify students into groups based on their needs for guidance and monitoring. It
also provides a platform for students to interact and ask questions. Not only the teacher can act as a
guide, but also the peer influence is essential during language learning. As their confidence of using

the language would be reinforced by gaining senses of success from peers.

The learning process is no longer passive like traditional one-way teaching in lectures. Apart from
face-to-face lessons that students can learn through teacher’s words and different kinds of learning
activities, they can also act as peer tutors or editors in the virtual learning environment. For instance,
they can answer questions from classmates on the forum; edit an item in Putonghua Wiki; provide
information of a trendy phrase after doing research on the internet; and most importantly, give
feedback to teacher on the course and Putonghua clinic so that it can be improved to cater students’

needs.

Moodle provides a chance for students to practice self-regulated learning. For example, by using
the forum, students can reinforce their knowledge by answering questions posted by classmates, that is,
to achieve mastery of knowledge and achieve the intrinsic goal orientation. For extrinsic goal, students
can prove their abilities to their classmates by posting different threads; this also works when students
are answering queries in the chatroom. Moreover, through the learning platform, students can learn
from peers by enhancing ability to clarify doubts with the power of collaboration, especially for the
“trendy phrases” (i {75828 2B/t ~51) on forum. Help seeking, elaboration and critical thinking also
take place when students ask questions, think of what they have learned, and apply their knowledge to

everyday life, by relating the knowledge to some up-to-date trends and slangs.

For Wiki, it is easy for students to use, even if they are not very advanced technical users; the
information can be shared, collaboration is practiced as students work together to do research and

complete an entry. Also, experienced students can correct mistakes made by beginners, such as the
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format or referencing. Students can also improve their learning attitude indirectly as they want to gain

positive feedback and achieve their intrinsic and extrinsic goal.

To add on, as a lesson duration is limited, students always need more practices to enhance their
knowledge building-up, especially for language learning. Therefore, it would be important to provide
some multimedia resources in the Moodle course too. Students can practice or explore different
sources according to their own needs. This can perform rehearsal for enhancement of knowledge
perceived. Lastly, different activities in Moodle can correspond to each other to maximize the
advantage of this interactive platform. For example, students can share the Wiki link they have created
in the chatroom when they are discussing certain topics (Figure 9); or they could be inspired to
construct new entries in Wiki when they are asking or answering questions on the forum. They can
utilize the use of this electronic platform, and strengthen their self-regulated learning in this way.
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5. Feedback from students

After the implementation of the Moodle system, we did a survey to collect the
opinion of the students on it. We have interviewed 32 students from the course
“Intermediate Putonghua”, below are some of the results.

The online learning materials helped in your
Putonghualearning

0% —_0%

B Strongly Agree
W Agree

® Neutral

B Disagree

W Strongly Disagree

Table 5.1

Moodle is easy to use
0%

M Strongly Agree
B Agree

® Neutral

H Disagree

m Strongly Disagree

Table 5.2
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How difficult do you think the online
learning materialsare?

S

%

’ B Very Easy
W Easy

Suitable

| Difficult
Very Difficult

Table 5.3

Table 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3 showed the results of the three interview questions. First of
all, three quarters of the interviewees agreed or strongly agreed that the online materials
provided in Moodle helped their Putonghua learning. The rest of them answered
“neutral” while none of them disagreed with the statement. It proves that students
somehow could use the materials to assist their regular learning and the materials were
effectively designed to meet students’ learning needs.

Next, when asked if Moodle was easy to use, 6% of them strongly agreed, more
than one third agreed, less than one third replied “neutral” and a quarter of them
disagreed. This may be due to the fact that Moodle has different functions and users
need time to learn to handle the functions. We believe that students will find it
convenient and useful to use after a period of time.

Lastly, the majority, 81%, of the interviewees found the difficulty of online learning
materials suitable. It shows that the learning materials were designed to cover the
learning need of most of the students. However, there were also students who thought
the materials were too easy or too difficult, we may need to include materials of higher
and lower levels to suit all students’ needs.

Apart from the survey questions, some students also said that they were more
accustomed to the traditional classroom teaching. Some of them thought that Moodle
was a burden for them, forcing them to take “extra lessons” after class. It was surprised
to find that students had such negative comments on Moodle. We would suggest more
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guidelines to be given in the first lesson to ensure students understand the purpose of
including Moodle in the curriculum.

6. Conclusion

Based on the arising need of providing extra support to students, Moodle is being applied in this
course by involving different interactive learning activities so as to enhance students’ learning
experience. No one will disagree that language learning depends greatly on practices and application.
Therefore, online teaching grants a great opportunity to both teachers and students in the way
exploring more about Putonghua and to reinforce the knowledge gained in lesson and daily life.

Teachers involved in online education are expecting their students to have good learning
experience. Nothing is more rewarding than seeing students excelling and enjoying an online course
and that’s worth all the hours teachers slaved to put the course together and deliver it. Moodle is a
place that goes beyond the syllabus. More real-life related materials can be used as examples. It is very

essential to language learning while students can apply what they learned in their daily lives.
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