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Abstract

:

The aim of this study is to analyse the delivery of an online English language course taught at the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping during the COVID-19 pandemic with the ultimate purpose of identifying those features which could be applied to a prospective blended English as a foreign language (EFL) course in the future. The rationale behind this research is a necessity to redesign the existing language education programme at the University which is outdated and far from being digital. By applying the Mashaw model of evaluating the effectiveness of an online course, the authors analyse the results of the survey carried out among a focus group of 22 students from the radio engineering department of the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping. In the end, the authors identify the points for further consideration in the process of developing a prospective blended EFL course.
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1. Introduction


At the beginning of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic gradually covered human society and all its institutions. For education, the lockdown resulted in the closure of educational systems [1]. At the time, anxiety, super-stress, lack of motivation, lack of psychological and physical resources, and absolute existential crisis were the factors affecting educational stakeholders more than any other professional factor. Over the course of time, the COVID-19-induced existential crisis gave the floor to strategic behaviour. Most universities across the world moved their classes and their pedagogy online virtually overnight [2].



The Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping was one of many Russian universities which started delivering most of its courses online. The English language classes were no exception. The EFL disciplines include General English, Specialised Marine English, Business English, and English for Marine Engineers. Now the total number of EFL courses on the University’s distant learning platform, FARVATER, is more than 20, including special courses for the final English language exam training.



All the content of the EFL courses was transferred to a digital format including learning materials and reading, listening, writing, and speaking assignments. The courses were designed and organised in such a way that cadets could perform all the necessary tasks online to develop their communicative skills. Several separate courses were designed for cadets majoring in navigation to enable them to have English classes during their on-water placement aboard sea vessels. The cadets were able not only to perform all the necessary tasks which they usually do in class but also to communicate with their English instructors in the same way as they usually do in class, and if necessary, even more intensively, through audio and video conferencing, forums and other elements of online training. The administration and the Department of English for Navigation and Communication have taken tremendous efforts to ensure that the e-courses have all the necessary materials and features for a full-fledged language learning program.



Now that humanity has started to grope for its way in the COVID-19 world, post-pandemic educational priorities are different. Universities across the world are looking back at their year-long online education programmes with the purpose to assess their impact on the quality of education. The most common finding emerging from such studies is that a move to blended learning based on the combination of traditional face-to-face activities with online elements is viewed as most effective by students, teachers, and university administration together [3,4,5].



Pre-pandemic, there was already acknowledgement at the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping that the traditional English language education model at the university needed a major redesign as it was still based on the principles of the Soviet language education system with its focus on the translation method and no space for digital materials and online activities. The management of the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping was aware of the benefits that blended learning could provide for the English language programme and had already taken some steps towards the blended English learning programme before the pandemic broke off [6]. COVID-19-induced online education turned out to be a critical turning point, after which, the university’s management had no doubts about the redesigning of the English language programme at the university. Therefore, the management set a clear research task for the University’s English unit—to carry out a detailed analysis of the English language teaching and learning practices during COVID-19-induced online education. Several research projects were launched to ensure that the best online and face-to-face educational practices are taken on board to produce an effective blended learning language course afterwards.



The paper below reports on the findings of one of the projects whose purpose is to reflect on the recent experience of online language education at the university. The key objective of the ongoing research project is to identify the English language online education practices that are worth capitalising on after the COVID-19 pandemic. The current study aims to address the following research questions: (a) How do the students assess their English language online training programme? (b) Which aspects of the programme are perceived by the students as the most effective and the least effective? (c) Do the students’ subjective perceptions correspond to the objective evidence from the final English exam? In particular, we aim to collect a database of students’ perceptions of the online language courses, interpret them, single out the most effective practices through our students’ perceptions, and compare their perceptions with some evidence of their performance in the final language exam.



For the purposes of our paper, we discriminate between the terms “online education” and “blended education”. Online education refers to a learning environment that solely relies on the Internet to organise the teaching and learning process [7], whereas blended education combines practices of face-to-face learning with those of Internet-based learning [8].



The biggest challenge confronting our research is how to tell the most effective components of the language programme from the least effective ones; in other words, how to evaluate the efficiency of online classes. It is obvious that models commonly used to evaluate the effectiveness of a face-to-face class will not work here as online classes lack social interfacing and interaction. Moreover, bracketing out social interaction has a particular impact on students’ behaviour in online education according to the constructivist theory of learning which posits that students’ learning practices are impacted by their personality and the environment for learning [9]. More importantly, traditional methods of evaluating face-to-face effectiveness cannot evaluate such factors central to online classes as an instructor’s ability to engage students or feedback provision [10].




2. Materials and Methods


We carry out our research by applying the model of measuring the effectiveness of an online course developed by Bijan Mashaw [10]. A major advantage of this model is that it has been specifically tailored to online courses. The Mashaw model is based on two presumptions: (a) effectiveness is a multi-dimensional concept and (b) students are in the centre of the teaching and learning approach according to the student-centred approach [10]. Effectiveness is understood as “the quantity that measures the achievement of a desired objective to produce a goal” [10:193]. Mashaw derives three of the dimensions of effectiveness from the constructivist theory of learning. They are learning experiences, efforts and resources. Several other components were added after Mashaw analysed a great body of literature on measuring effectiveness in online and face-to-face education. In the end, Mashaw’s model of measuring the effectiveness of an online course includes six factors such as the learning experience, the facilitator, the interaction or participation, the mentor’s inspiration, the technology, and hindrances.



Each of the factors is broken down into smaller measurements which are given a particular value in different ways. They may be exam results, direct observation, or self-reporting. The application of the three methods gives the most detailed picture, whereas the application of self-reporting is the most economical way of measuring effectiveness. As we need quick results for the first stage of the project, we have chosen self-reporting to identify the most and the least effective elements of the online course. The exam results from the final English language examination are used to improve the reliability of the findings.



Recent research into the reliability of student surveys has shown that there are few doubts as to their validity [11], and they are used as one of the tools to assess the effectiveness of the education process [12,13]. Thus, for our purposes, we can also assume that our students’ perceptions are informative enough for evaluation at this stage of our research. We consider students as carriers of values of variables as an estimate of the factors affecting the efficiency of the online language course taught for a year at the university.



Below is a list of smaller factors that we use in our research to measure the six core abovementioned factors of the online course. To measure the effectiveness of learning, Mashaw suggests a list of other factors that are indicators of learning performance. They are: (a) a degree of understanding the subject measured through tests; (b) a degree of changes in attitudes measured through; (c) a degree of appreciation for the value of learning; (d) a level of efficiency in applying the material learned; and (e) a level of confidence in handling real-world cases. To measure the effectiveness of the facilitating environment, Mashaw suggests such factors as clear learning objectives and goals, facilitating learning through modular presentation with clear interconnection, and offering students an environment which encourages them to continue learning and explore the subject on their own. To measure the effectiveness of the technology Mashaw considers such factors as design and usability, content and the organisation of the material, interactivity, and flexibility. To measure the effectiveness of interaction, Mashaw focuses on such factors as the ease of communication with the instructor and/or the group, reasonable response time to questions and discussion, the encouragement of participation, and motivation for being involved. To measure the effectiveness of the instructor’s behaviour, Mashaw evaluates explanations and presentation methods, the design of assignments, their challenges and appropriateness, motivation technique for critical thinking, timely feedback about the students’ progress, and assistance at the individual level. To measure hindrance, Mashaw investigates technical frustration/stress, boring or static content or presentations (lectures), dissatisfaction as a result of unexpected inflexibility, discontent as a result of online learning disappointment, unreasonable assignments, tasks which are perceived as impossible, or a lack of guidance or learning assistance.



To measure each of the smaller factors, a list of questions encouraging a participant to self-evaluate a particular factor is drawn up. Evaluation is performed by means of a Likert scale where participants give a score from 1 to 5 to a particular statement or question.



We also base our research on a student-centred approach whose main principles are the focus on students’ needs and interests, students’ control over the content of learning, as well as the choice and evaluation of methods and forms of learning [14]. In this model, the learner is at the centre of the educational process, and the emphasis is placed not only on the effectiveness of learning but also on the learner’s satisfaction with certain forms and methods of learning. This approach to learning as well as the evaluation of the education process organisation is currently actively applied by many progressive Russian universities [15].



The methodology for identifying the most and the least effective components of the language online programme includes several steps: (a) the distribution of the questionnaire (adopted from the Mashaw model) to a focus group of 22 fifth-year students (between 22 and 24 years old with 3 female and 19 male cadets) from the radio engineering department of our university; (b) the students’ evaluation of each of the questions using a Likert scale; (c) the accumulation of the measurements given by the students and the calculation of the average score; (d) the comparison of the students’ perceptions with evidence from the summative assessment tests administered at the end of the course. The assessment results can be also seen on the course page in “Farwater” https://farvater.gumrf.ru/grade/report/grader/index.php?id=1037, accessed on 4 January 2023.




3. Results


Having adopted the factor system proposed by Mashaw, we grouped the questions from the questionnaire into categories, highlighting the important constituent factors of the developed EL online course. We first calculated the average rating for each of the items (Table 1), and then we obtained an average rating for the categories (Figure 1). Separately, we compared students’ perceptions of learning outcomes in four language skills: listening, reading, writing, and speaking, as well as evidence from the summative assessment tests administered at the end of the course (Figure 2).



Therefore, the factors we assessed are:




	
Course organisation;



	
Content;



	
Motivation;



	
Design;



	
Technical support;



	
Teacher’s availability, interaction and feedback;



	
Students’ expectations of their results.








The results are given in Figure 1.



We deliberately singled out language skills in order to be able to compare students’ assessment of their ability to perform tasks and the real picture obtained from the results of the current, intermediate, and final tests. The data received are shown in Figure 2.




4. Discussion


This section provides our deliberations on the findings as well as further discussion with regard to our ultimate objective of identifying elements of the English language online course worth capitalizing on in the prospective blending learning language programme.



Our findings show that the course is generally well perceived by the students as the value they have assigned to each of the efficiency factors varies between 3.11 to 4.3. The factor with the highest average value is the course design (4.3), whereas the factors with the lowest average values are those of technical support and content (3.11 for each of them). Surprisingly enough, the teacher’s feedback and interaction factor receive a value of 4.06.



The course design factor is about the interface of the platform and its usability. The fact that this factor has received the highest value means that the students of the target group enjoy the user-friendly interface of the course. The credit for this aspect goes to the Software Developing Unit of the university as it has been their job to develop and launch a website for online education. Admittedly, the website FARVATER has been under development for some time and its launch is not a matter of several days, but making it so user-friendly that the students value it most of all the other factors is definitely worth noting.



The other factor with a high value of 4.06 is the factor of teachers’ behaviour and interaction. Before carrying out our survey, we had particular negative expectations about this factor as students are generally dissatisfied with the lack of communication and feedback they receive during online or blended classes. Contrary to our expectations, the value for this factor is really high. Apparently, it is the result of the amount of emotional, psychological, personal, and professional investment of the language teachers at our university. Timely feedback, instant replies to students’ queries, and cooperative interaction were achieved by a great degree of personal involvement demonstrated by the teaching staff.



The other factor which has received a low value is the content factor. If the students assign a low value to this factor, it is reasonable to assume that the language instructors have not chosen the content for the course properly. While it might be so, a more reasonable assumption is different. The content of a traditional face-to-face course has been moved online. The content of the course is documented in the course syllabus, which is, in its turn, a part of the language curriculum. The course syllabus is usually approved by the administration of a university for a long period of time and is not subject to changes unless these changes are initiated by the administration. It means the language instructors have no right to change the content of the course even when it is moved online. The fact that the students have shown their partial satisfaction with the content of the course means that the content of a face-to-face course and the content of an online or blended course should be different, or rather, the content of a face-to-face course should be adopted to the online environment when the course is moved online or becomes blended. The signal to the Language Teaching Unit at the university is quite clear in this case—they should revise the content of the course.



The other factor which has received a similarly low value from the students is technical support. The students had problems accessing the webpage or performing some actions on the webpage. Apparently, the problems experienced by the students depend on the speed of the Internet connection in the place from which they access the system or their computer literacy. Although it may seem surprising in the Internet era, not all students have enough skills to work with web-based educational programmes. It is true that they are digital natives as long as it comes to browsing the Internet, using social networks, or communicating online. There are still a great number of students who use the Internet solely for entertainment and practical purposes (buying tickets or goods, looking for public transport schedules, paying bills, and others). However, the interface of a web-based educational platform might be something that they have never seen. Being forced into circumstances where they have to perform their traditional learning actions—asking questions, providing reactions, accessing learning materials, and doing homework—online might be a little bit of a problem for some of them. Unfortunately, the Technical Support Unit at the University cannot provide prompt support to any student who has technical problems with their educational platforms. Over the course of time, when blended learning covers more university courses and more and more students use online courses as a normal part of their studies, technical problems will fade away.



Now we turn our attention to the factors which have received a relatively low value from the students, i.e., the course organisation, motivation, and learning expectations. It is worth analysing them separately as they belong to different realms. The organisation of the course is the factor largely depending on the syllabus of the course and closely connected with its content. Organisation is about the flexibility of assignments, the opportunity for students to control when to access the course, and the usability of activities. If the students perceive the content as a little dull and heavy, then they will regard the organisation similarly. The message they send by giving a low value to the factor of organisation is quite clear—they want to be autonomous learners. The takeaway point to consider is to organise the course in a different way, probably by introducing more features enabling students to control their studies on their own to a greater extent than now.



Human motivation has a very complex nature [16], thus making it difficult to pinpoint the reasons for assigning a low value to this factor. On the one hand, there are studies with evidence of increased learners’ motivation [17]; on the other hand, there are those which clearly argue that the online environment decreases motivation and learners’ involvement [18]. Apparently, the point to consider is that the motivation factor needs further analysis, and more attention should be given to this aspect when fully implementing the EFL course in the future.



The expectations factor shows what the students expected from the course in terms of their results in speaking, listening, writing, and reading. The exam scores show that the students performed better than expected with the listening tasks but overestimated their abilities in writing and speaking. The students had the lowest results in speaking (with an average score of 3.1), although they considered speaking assignments to be quite simple. It is interesting to note that several studies also identify a learning loss in students of different ages [19]. The discrepancy between expected and real results can be explained by the fact that formative assessment was mostly carried out online, whereas summative assessment was performed in a face-to-face format. Term quizzes, presentations, and group discussions were performed in circumstances in which a language instructor has few instruments to monitor their students’ behaviour. In other words, we should allow for the dishonest behaviour factor in formative assessment which is mostly eliminated in summative assessment when the student and their language instructor find themselves in a face-to-face situation with no possibility to read off a screen or use external sources of ideas and information. Another possible explanation is that the online environment created a false feeling of simplicity in the learning process as the infinite source of information—the Internet—is always at hand for students [20]. There could be several ways to consider this finding: (a) to introduce more formative assessment points to have a more objective picture of students’ academic performance, (b) to install functions allowing for visual observation when students take quizzes or undertake discussions online, (c) make the content of the course more challenging in general by introducing more creative tasks with no possibility for students to Google answers to eliminate a false feeling of the simplicity of the course.



Although the current project does identify the elements of the online course that are worth capitalising on, as is stated in the research question and required by the management of the University, several limitations of our study have to be acknowledged. Firstly, the sample size was too small. As this is the first project within a series of research studies initiated by the management of the university, we have been allowed to run the project at a particular department which included 22 cadets. Although this fact may cause some doubts about the generalisability of our findings, the size of our sample still cannot negate our findings. We aim to scale up our research to a bigger sample; thus, our findings will become more generalisable. Secondly, the analytical tools seem to need more validation. Indeed, further validation will be performed at the subsequent stages of the project. The limitation mentioned above still cannot write off the impact of the study for the purposes of our university. Further research will substantiate the new English language programme at the university to make the graduates more competitive on the world market as competent users of English.




5. Conclusions


Consistent with our research question, we collected some students’ perceptions, assigned a value to each of them, and performed an assessment of the efficiency of the online EFL course taught at the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping in 2020/2021. The assessment was performed in order to single out the most beneficial aspects of the course, though the ultimate purpose of our research is to map out practical strategies to transform the existing EFL course into a blended EFL course in the near future. We identified several takeaway points for consideration in the future. Firstly, the content of the course should be adopted to a new format of teaching with a greater number of challenging and creative assignments. Increasing the difficulty of a prospective blended course will eliminate any possibility of academic misconduct as well. Secondly, the organisation of the course in terms of the types of assignments, the time of completing assignments, the difficulty of assignments, and the variety of assignments needs further consideration and apparently a complete redesign to answer students’ needs for autonomous learning. Thirdly, the speaking component of the course obviously needs a different methodological approach as students perform worse in their formative assessment than they expected. A possible solution is to teach and assess speaking only in a face-to-face context or increase the number of speaking assignments when the course becomes blended.



Our study gave an insight into the world of the students’ perceptions of the course. The application of the Mashaw model enabled us to translate subjective perceptions into objective values and reflect on the past crisis. A roadmap can now be built at the teaching and policy levels to help the students and teaching staff at the Admiral Makarov State University of Maritime and Inland Shipping cope with any further challenges enforced upon education by the pandemic.
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Figure 1. Effectiveness of EL online course. 
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Figure 2. Language skills. 
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Table 1. Average rating of factors to assess the course effectiveness.
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Questions Asked

	
Factors Assessed

	
Average Rating






	
The online format of the course clearly helped me to comprehend and understand the content or topics of the course

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Course organisation

	
3.54




	
Listening activities were easy for me in the online format

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Students’

expectations of their results

	
3.72




	
Reading activities were easy for me in the online format

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	

	
3.90




	
Students’

expectations of their results

	




	
Writing activities were easy for me in the online format

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Students’

expectations of their results

	
4.45




	
Speaking activities were easy for me in the online format

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Students’

expectations of their results

	
4




	
The course Objectives were communicated clearly so that I could understand the learning goals

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Course organisation

	
4.40




	
Each topic was distinct, yet related to the overall objective of the course (1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Course organisation

	
4.36




	
The course content and topics inspired me to continue.

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Content

	
3.95




	
The course challenged and inspired me to find my own answer to problems

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Motivation

	
3.68




	
The webpage/interface was designed to be attractive, pleasing and easy to use

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Design

	
4.3




	
The variety &novelty of presentation tools positively impacted my learning experience

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Content

	
4.13




	
I liked the web-management software used, it made the learning experience easy

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Technical support

	
4.36




	
During the course, I could control the learning progress on my own past and time.

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Course organisation

	
4.09




	
It was easy to communicate with the instructor and the group

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
4.68




	
Questions/comments were answered promptly

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
4.59




	
I was encouraged to get involved in group discussions and participate more than average

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Motivation

	
3.45




	
The explanations and presentation by the instructor were impressive, inspiring and effective.

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
4.13




	
The assignments were related to the course, well designed, reasonable, yet challenging.

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Content

	
4.40




	
Throughout the course, I was motivated to find my own answer to challenges

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Motivation

	
3.86




	
Throughout the course, feedback was provided so that I was aware of my learning progress and grade

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
4.59




	
The instructor was available and provided appropriate assistance when asked to do so.

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
4.68




	
I often had problems with the technical side of the webpage and the course

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Technical support and

usability

	
1.86




	
The presentations/lectures or explanations were static, boring and discouraging

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Content and teaching

methods

	
1.81




	
The course was not designed to be flexible as expected

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Course organisation

	
1.77




	
Assignments were unreasonable, very time-consuming and almost impossible to finish

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Content

	
1.27




	
The course was designed like a self-learning course, without much guidance or explanation

(1 strongly disagree—5 strongly agree)

	
Teacher’s availability,

interaction and feedback

	
1.72




	
When considering the learning experiences, my overall rating for this course is:

(1 lowest, 5 Highest)

	
Students’ expectations

and course evaluation

	
4.22




	
When considering the skills learned, my rating is:

(1 nothing, 5 learned more than average)

	
Students’ expectations

of their result

	
3.81




	
My rating for the learning effectiveness, compared to the physical classroom

(1 not effective, 5 more than a classroom)

	
Students’ expectations

of their result

	
3.27
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