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Abstract  
Traditionally, the education system has prioritised writing and reading competencies in its language 
learning curricula, often neglecting oral skills until the senior cycle. In some cases, this has led to 
disengagement from the language learning process on the part of second level pupils. A new 
paradigm for teaching methodologies at both second and third level is required to prioritise oral 
competencies and inspire more students to engage in second language learning. New virtual learning 
platforms need to be carefully designed, drawing upon the most recent technology enhanced tools, 
blending synchronous and asynchronous learning tasks. Best practice models such as connectivist 
MOOCs offer tangible examples to guide such emerging learning platforms (Milligan, Littlejohn & 
Margaryan, 2013). Such environments promote learner autonomy and control, positive rewards for all 
learning efforts, with feedback embedded into the learning process. Moreover, ETwinning platforms, 
which already operate successfully for second level schools across Europe, could be harnessed for 
third level learners (Papadakis, 2016). ETwinning adds a transnational dimension to these ‘virtual 
immersion’ environments, overcoming time and space constraints associated with the traditional 
classroom, and paving the way for more interactive and engaging learning experiences for second 
language learners. By harnessing such connectivist platforms, educators could empower learners to 
build confidence in their oral proficiency and become more autonomous language learners. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The impact of new technologies on traditional teaching practices in recent years has been 
considerable. Digital tools offer new and innovative ways of transmitting content and knowledge, and 
indeed, motivating learners to embark upon learning challenges they might never have considered in 
the traditional learning arena.  Technology enhanced learning platforms can overcome geographical 
borders and time constraints, lending authenticity and comprehensible input to the learning material.   
In the past, the language classroom and curricula have tended to prioritise writing and reading skills 
over oral and aural skills. In some cases, this has led to the neglect of oral competencies and 
disengagement on the part of the learner.  A recent empirical investigation in the Republic of Ireland 
has highlighted the importance of oral competency in the language learning process, based on 
quantitative and qualitative data gathered from third level students.  Given this evidence of the pivotal 
role of oral skills from a learner perspective, this paper explores possible ways of putting oral 
competencies at the centre of the second language learning process, by harnessing virtual platforms, 
thereby engaging learners and encouraging learner autonomy.  In this, the delicate balance between 
the learner’s autonomy and the emerging role of the online educator will be considered.   

2 RECENT EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 
Why are oral skills such an essential part of the language learning process?  Building confidence and 
competence in the spoken skills is often overlooked in traditional curricula, in spite of empirical 
evidence highlighting its importance from the learners’ perspective.  A recent investigation of attitudes 
towards learning languages in the Republic of Ireland collected quantitative and qualitative data from 
third level students in the Institute of Technology sector [1].  In the quantitative phase, when students 
were asked if they would opt for a language module if it were offered as part of their programme, over 
40% indicated that they would not.  This begs the question as to why such a high proportion were not 
interested in language learning and whether it might be related to their prior experience at second 
level.   Qualitative data contributed later in the questionnaire provided positive suggestions as to how 
methodologies could be improved.   The graph below illustrate the responses in two discreet sets of 
data:  
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Figure 1: How could language teaching be improved? 

As illustrated above, greater emphasis on building oral skills is the most popular aspect suggested by 
respondents to improve language teaching.  These findings were reinforced during the qualitative 
phase, where students were interviewed about their perspectives on language learning.  Once again, 
the crucial role that teaching methodologies play in motivating the learner was raised by students from 
diverse academic backgrounds (please note that the Institutes of Technology –IoTs - are numbered to 
anonymised the data).  Their academic backgrounds are listed below: 

Table 1: Students who shared negative school experiences. 

Students who shared negative school experiences 

IoT  Programme 
1 Construction 
2 Event Management 
2 Hospitality 
3 Leisure Studies 
3 Computing 
3 Gastronomy 
3 Aviation 
3 Automotive Engineering 
3 Culinary Arts 
3 Business Studies  
4 Fine Art 
4 Hospitality 
4 Social Care 
4 2 students from Computing 
4 Information Technology         
4 Business Studies 
5 Engineering 
5 Childcare 
6 4 students from Veterinary Nursing 
6 Business Studies  
6 2 students from Digital Media 
6 IT Support 
7 2 students from Business Studies  
7 Computing 
12 Electronics 
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Some students gave valuable insights as to how teaching methodologies have failed:  too much 
emphasis on written skills and not enough on oral competence was mentioned by an Indian student 
studying Construction at IoT 1, an Event Management student, a Hospitality student at IoT 2 and an IT 
Support student from IoT 6.  The crucial role which teaching methodologies play in the learning 
process is illustrated by the vast amount of data supplied by interviewees: the demotivating effect of 
bad teaching methodologies on the one hand and the motivating effect of good teaching 
methodologies on the other.  These quantitative and qualitative evidence should inform language 
educators as to what teaching approaches are most effective in creating a positive learning 
environment for all unique learning styles and aptitudes. 

3 NEW DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES 
The popularity of MOOCs is already well documented in scholarly articles; indeed it is difficult to keep 
abreast of these fast changing Massive Open Online Courses [2]. Some scholars maintain that 
MOOCs and SPOCs (Small Private Online Courses) have revolutionised the delivery of university 
programmes, by allowing for unlimited participation from a distance [3].  It makes perfect sense to 
explore virtual platforms in order to enhance the second language learning process; the potential 
offered by such platforms for stimulating an appetite for learning language has yet to be fully explored.  
According to a more recent study, a SPOC-based learning platform can transform the 
teaching/learning dynamic where the teacher is at the centre, dominating the learning process.  The 
new dynamic makes learning explicit and more effective, by deconstructing the traditional classroom 
and encouraging students to actively control their own learning process. Moreover, the ready 
availability of online listening and written materials encourage students to continue their learning 
beyond the walls of the classroom [4].  

3.1 Connectivism 
Some scholars associate the emergence of online platforms with the learning concept of 
‘Connectivism’ which interprets knowledge according to a new paradigm. In order to fully understand 
the significance of the word ‘connectivist’, it is necessary to go back to the learning theory put forward 
by George Siemens over a decade ago, claiming that a new learning paradigm is needed for the 
digital age. According to Siemens, a new pedagogical approach is necessary to adjust to the vastly 
changed society in which we live.  Technology has had a phenomenal impact on how we operate and 
education and teaching methodologies need to adapt accordingly [5]. As the word suggests, 
‘connectivism’ is all about creating networks and communities of practice; such networks are 
thematically linked, generating knowledge and content around mutually agreed topics.  Learners who 
are connected to such learning environments can access knowledge and content quickly and 
efficiently, keeping abreast of their fast-changing field of study.  For language learners, this new 
pedagogical approach is of particular relevance, as it enables them to connect with native speakers of 
their target language, both informally to forge friendships outside the structured timetable, and 
formally, within the structured curriculum, in order to meet specific learning outcomes associated with 
their programmes. Such an approach lends authenticity to the learning process and allows the learner 
to enter a virtually immersive environment through their computer screen or mobile device.  Their 
access to learning is not dependant on a timetable or classroom, but on mutually agreed ‘connection 
times’ with their online buddy.  

3.2 ETwinning 
In a sense, these new platforms enable the learner to transcend the walls of the traditional language 
classroom and, like Alice through the looking glass, entre a learning environment moulded to suit their 
individual learning style, pace and level.  An example of such a platform is the ETwinning model, 
launched in 2005 by the European Commission. Since then, it has reached 358,000 teachers from 36 
countries, with 155,000 schools participating.  Papadakis outlines the benefits of this virtual learning 
community for motivating all kinds of collaborative learning among school pupils all over Europe. Not 
only does this platform provide opportunities to enhance linguistic and digital skills, it also promotes 
intercultural competence. The potential offered by such a platform for developing oral skills is 
considerable, as it can be accessed by pupils outside of the timetabled curriculum and brings them 
into contact with native speakers of their target language. Oral interaction can be synchronous (similar 
to skyping) or asynchronous, if students simply record themselves. In this way, the learner can 
develop a live and spontaneous friendship with their online buddy. This virtual learning environment 
supports constructivist educational approaches, by encouraging the active participation of students [6]. 
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3.3 Prior studies of MOOCs 
In developing online learning platforms, the insights from some recent studies can provide useful 
direction.  In particular, studies that have focused on capturing learner feedback can give guidance to 
platform designers.  It should be borne in mind that technology is there to enhance the learning 
process and not obstruct or impede it, as has been highlighted in a recent study on Tandem MOOCs 
for learners of Spanish and English [7]. The advantages of MOOCs are evident in the readily 
availability of access, transcending time and space barriers.  Moreover, assigning more autonomy to 
the learner is clearly of educational benefit; some learners like to have unlimited access to 
experiences of their peers and blogging or chat rooms facilitate the exchange of such contributions. 
However, what about the role of the instructor/educator in all of this?  Some learners may be 
overwhelmed by the unstructured nature of these platforms; this may become distracting for learners 
in the case of hundreds or thousands of blogs.  The learner feedback gathered by Knox in his study 
compares the volume of individual contributions by peer learners in the online blog to a tsunami which 
ironically leads to a sense of powerlessness and not autonomy on the part of the learner [8].  The 
online presence or persona of the educator needs to be properly defined and embedded into the 
learning pathways, to ensure that the learner remains reassured that guidance is readily available and 
that they are not being left to figure everything out for themselves.  Being connected to a multitude of 
diverse opinions and perspectives certainly has its advantages, so long as it allows the learner to 
achieve their learning outcomes.  Some scholars have raised concerns about the lack of critical 
engagement in online learning forums.  If educators are simply being reduced to facilitators, then 
learners may become confused and lacking in direction [9].  Simple step-by-step learning guidelines 
should inform this process, while the connection to the diversity of peer feedback should facilitate it. 
SPOCs are perhaps the best alternative to this, as they are restricted to a smaller number of 
participants.  The danger of becoming disconnected and disengaged on these ‘connected’ learning 
platforms can be avoided, if careful consideration is given to the online presence of the instructor.  

4 CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, it would appear from the scholarly articles reviewed in this paper that online platforms 
offer great opportunities for stimulating second language learning.  The best practice model of 
ETwinning provides an excellent example of the potential such platforms represent.  Instant access to 
authentic interaction with a native speaker is the next best thing to total immersion in the target culture 
and can only be of benefit to both second language teachers and learners. Careful consideration 
needs to be given to the design of such platforms to ensure that the dynamic between learner and 
instructor strikes the right balance between empowering the learner to become more autonomous, on 
the one hand, and mapping out clear pathways to allow the learner to achieve their learning outcomes.  
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