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１．Introduction 
	 Amid the widespread COVID-19 pandemic, many 

universities in Japan had to switch to online teaching when a 

state of emergency was declared in April 2020.  Responding 

to this emergency situation, students were forced to adjust to 

the new learning environment where digital devices such as 

tablets and personal computers became the main learning 

tools. Unlike in traditional classrooms, various kinds of 

learning problems could happen in the virtual learning 

environment. In addition, students may find it more difficult 

to ask teachers questions in the virtual classroom.  Consulting 

classmates about their problems through online platforms can 
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also be difficult unless there is an established learning 

community among the students. While it depends on the type 

of online teaching method being used, students may feel 

isolated if there are no chances for them to interact with 

other students in their learning process. Thus, teachers need 

to create a learning environment that encourages students to 

autonomously engage in their learning while working in 

cooperation with peers. The need for peer interaction is more 

prominent in a language classroom where the main purpose 

of learning should be on enhancing students’ communication 

skills. With the proper instructional framework and teacher 

assistance, students can learn to become better communicators 

and acquire meaningful knowledge through peer interaction 

during the online learning process. 

	 This paper talks about the mixed-method online 

teaching practice in the English classrooms at a four-year 

women’s university in the Kanto area. In the practice, 

students worked in pairs every week in the assigned channel 

（private chat room） of Microsoft Teams, an online 

communication platform, on weekly assignments. In this 

paper, I will focus on students’ interactive pairwork 

experiences in the pairwork and discuss whether and how 

students related cooperatively and autonomously. I will also 

discuss whether and how they facilitated each other’s 

learning through dialogue doing pairwork tasks.

２．Background and Theory
2.1．Online Teaching Methods
	 Teachers may choose different methods for online 

teaching depending on their educational objectives, but most 

teachers would choose one of the following methods; 1） on-

demand, 2） on-time, and 3） mixed. 

	 In the on-time method, the teacher and students can 

work together on the lesson contents at the same time. The 

teacher can quickly respond to students’ needs and adjust 

instructions accordingly. Also, in this method, students feel 

less lonely because all participants share the same virtual 

space and time. However, there is an invisible physical 

distance among the participants as they are in a virtual 

classroom. Students may feel more reluctant to speak out 

than they would in a face-to-face classroom. Furthermore, 

unlike in the in-person classroom, the interaction in the 

virtual environment could cause miscommunication as it is 

harder to detect non-verbal cues that help participants 

understand each other’s true intentions.  

	 In the on-demand method, on the other hand, students 

work on study materials uploaded by the teacher on a 

learning platform such as Moodle. This gives both the 

teacher and students the flexibility of time. Even when a wi-

fi connection is poor, students do not miss important 

instructions because they can access the materials later when 

the connection improves. In addition, students can work at 

their own pace if the teacher has prepared an instructional 

video for the lesson, which can be viewed as many times as 

they want. One disadvantage of this method, however, is that 

there is a time lag in communication among the participants, 

which may prevent students from resolving their learning 

problems promptly. 

	 The mixed method combines the on-demand and the 

on-time methods, making the most of the positive aspects of 

the two. This method is used to provide spontaneous 

instructions and feedback to students while allowing them to 

work at their own pace. It is also used to promote learner 

autonomy as students need to take the initiative in their 

learning process. 

	 This paper focuses on a mix-method teaching practice 

using Moodle and Microsoft Teams. Moodle was used to 

distribute and collect lesson materials and Microsoft Teams 

for on-time and on-demand communication among the teacher 

and students.

2.2．�Promot ing  Learner  Autonomy and Peer 
Interaction

	 Effective learning involves active engagement by the 

students themselves whether it be in the face-to-face 

classroom or in the virtual classroom. True learning will 

occur only when students understand the importance of their 

own active involvement because students are the agents who 

perceive, analyze, and make decisions about solutions offered 

（Swain, 2006）．Self-determination theory （SDT; Deci & 

Ryan, 1985） posits that people have three inherent 

psychological needs, the need for 1） competence, 2） 

relatedness, and 3） autonomy. According to SDT, people are 

innately curious, interested creatures who desire to 

internalize the knowledge, customs, and values that surround 

them. These tendencies seem to be resources that could be 

cultivated and harnessed by educators as they guide learning 

and development （Niemiec & Ryan, 2009）．If educators want 

to promote students’ intrinsic motivation, they need to create 

a learning environment that promotes students’ autonomous 
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will.   In the learner-centered classroom, students are given 

initiative to learn and to explore their interests. They are also 

required to take responsibility for their learning by being 

actively involved in the learning process rather than simply 

passively receiving information from a lecture （Slunt & 

Giancarlo, 2004）．

	 In addition to the need for autonomy in SDT, the 

satisfaction of the need for relatedness can be leveraged to 

facilitate learning. Various studies have indicated the positive 

effect of relationships with others on intrinsic motivation 

（Moreno, et al., 2008）．This idea is especially important as 

social context often affects the nature of learning activities 

and outcomes （Resnick, 1991）．“People tend to internalize 

and accept as their own the values and practices of those to 

whom they feel, or want to feel, connected, and from contexts 

in which they experience a sense of belonging” （Niemiec & 

Ryan ,  2009 ,  p136）．Thus students must be g iven 

opportunities to negotiate to mean, diagnose misconceptions, 

and challenge formerly accepted beliefs （Ramsden, 1988） 

through social interaction, which ultimately leads to their 

attainment of deep and meaningful educational experiences.

2.3．Negotiation in Collaborative Dialogue
	 Dialogue especially plays an especially important role 

in language education as one of the main purposes of 

language learning is to foster communicative skills through 

language use. Research in second-language learning indicates 

that peer-to-peer dialogue can lead to language learning 

（Swain, Brooks, & Toealli-Bcller, 2002）．Dialogue with peers 

can not only promote students to have physically enhanced 

deep awareness but also helps develop their reflective 

thinking since they try to relativize their opinion with that of 

others through dialogic encounters （Hiroishi, 2006）．

However, not all dialogue is inducive to language learning. In 

order for dialogue to facilitate learning, interlocutors need to 

engage in collaborative dialogue through the negotiation of 

meaning（Swain, 2000）．When students are engaged in 

collaborative dialogue, a dialogue in which speakers 

undertake problem-solving and knowledge-building, Student 

potential for further exploration of the product is heightened 

（Swain, 2000）．In the study by Holunga （1994） on advanced 

second-language learners of English, dialogue mediated their 

co-construction of strategic efforts and of linguistic knowledge 

（Swain, 2000）． “When collaborative effort is being made by 

participants in an activity, their speaking （or writing） 

mediates this effort. As each participant speaks, their ‘saying’ 

is a cognitive activity, and ‘what is said’ is an outcome of that 

activity. Through saying and reflecting on what was said, 

new knowledge is constructed” （Swain, 2000, p. 113）．In 

other words, a collaborative effort by all participants is a 

crucial factor for the negotiation and for the co-construction 

of knowledge to occur. 

	 The study by Gomez （2021），talks about students’ 

perceptions of their learning outcomes through peer-to-peer 

communication using Microsoft Teams’ channels in mixed-

method online English classrooms. In the study, students 

thought various kinds of learning occurred through peer-to-

peer interaction in learning English online. However, the 

study only focused on how students perceived the outcome 

of the pedagogy and did not focus specifically on the process 

of how students communicated. It is thus useful to find out 

exactly how students related to one another and find out how 

their communication with peers affected their learning.

３．Research Questions 
	 In this study, I will explore how students related in 

pairwork using the channel function of Microsoft Teams. 

This paper will focus on the following two questions:

1） Did students act collaboratively and autonomously to 

engage in pairwork online?, and  2） Did collaborative dialogue 

occur in pairwork online?   	

４．Methods
4.1．Target Population and Teaching Practice
	 In this section, I will describe how mixed-method 

online English classes using the channel function of Microsoft 

Teams were conducted. The method was used to teach six 

general English classes to first- and second-year students at a 

women’s university in the spring semester of 2021. Students 

met once a week for 90 minutes for 15 weeks. The main 

learning goal for the first-year students is to cultivate 

communication skills using basic grammar knowledge while 

for the second-year students, the goal is to improve academic 

reading skills. Moodle was used for distributing study 

materials and collecting assignments, and Microsoft Teams 

was used for interactive teacher-student and student-student 

communication. No face-to-face class sessions were conducted 

during the semester. All eight classes followed the same 

learning process, which is shown in Table 1. The main 

purpose of the first lesson was to clearly explain to students 
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the class format, evaluation standards, and expected 

behaviors and outcomes for pairwork. Students must 

understand at this very early stage that their responsible and 

active involvement in the entire learning process is the key 

to success. Students also conducted their own needs analysis 

for the purpose of motivating them in improving their 

English skills. 

Table 1．Online Instructional Framework

Week Lesson Contents 

W1 Guidance

・�Understand class format, evaluation 
standards, and rules for pairwork 

・�Set goals and analyze current 
English level

W2-W15

1） Preparation
（Individually）

Access learning materials on Moodle 
（including an instructional video） and 
work on the individual tasks in the 
worksheet

2） Pairwork
（In assigned
 channels in
 Microsoft
 Teams）

・�Contact partner during class hour 
in the assigned channel in Microsoft  
Teams and set up day and time for 
pairwork 

・�Work together on the following 
tasks: 

　1） �langugage-related activity on a 
focused topic

　2） �discussion on problems faced 
during individual tasks 

　3） �solving problems by asking 
questions to the teacher  

4） Submission
（Individually） 

Submit the worksheet through Moodle 
before deadline

	 From Week 2 to Week 15, students worked on a 

weekly lesson in four steps: 1） preparation, 2） pairwork, 3） 

reflection, and 4） submission. Firstly, students downloaded 

weekly study materials from Moodle, which included an 

instructional video and a worksheet prepared by the teacher. 

The worksheet contained tasks to be completed individually 

and in pairs. Individual tasks involved comprehension 

exercises as well as meaning-focused tasks for higher-order 

thinking so that students would be encouraged not only to 

understand the concepts to be learned but also to analyze 

them （Krathwohl, 2002） for further discussion with peers. 

Each worksheet contained a task that required collaborative 

work with peers such as information gaps or discussion 

questions related to the focused subject to elicit collaborative 

dialogue. Students completed the individual tasks on their 

own. For the second step, after completing the individual 

tasks, students worked with their partners. Partners 

alternated every 3 weeks to complete the paired task in the 

assigned channel on the Microsoft Teams （using texts, live 

chat, or both）．During every pairwork, students were 

instructed to 1） work collaboratively on a paired task, 2） 

discuss and resolve their learning problems, and 3） contact 

the teacher for assistance with any unresolved problems. 

Students were given the freedom to schedule the pairwork 

at their convenient time. However, they were instructed to 

contact their partner within the class hour to set up the time 

for pairwork. They were told that they can use the Teams’ 

channel for pairwork while using private communication 

applications such as LINE for getting in touch with each 

other. The teacher sometimes reached out to students 

individually as well as to the whole class depending on the 

nature of the problems detected. After the pairwork, students 

reflected on the content of the pairwork on their own and 

completed the worksheet for submission. During the entire 

process, the teacher responded to students’ inquiries 

promptly. Submitted worksheets were then evaluated and 

feedback was given to students individually. 

4.2．Instruments
	 The purpose and the method of this study were 

screened and approved by the university’s ethical screening 

committee. The data used for this study were gathered from 

the reflection sheets that students wrote at the end of the 

semester and the text communication from Week 2 to Week 

15 in Microsoft Teams’ channels. Out of 164 students enrolled 

in the eight classes subjected to this study, 93 students 

agreed to use the data from the reflection sheet and 92 

students agreed to use text communication after being given 

explanations of their rights and the purpose of this study in 

writing online.  

	 To investigate the first research question, I will focus 

on students’ responses to the eight questions from the 

reflection sheet and provide a qualitative analysis of the 

given data. The questions include: 1） Did you ever fail to 

contact your partner within the designated time? If “yes”, 

how many times?, 2） Why did you fail to contact your 

partner （if you answered “yes” to Q1） ? ”，“ 3） What did 

you do when your partner did not contact you （if your 

partner has ever failed to contact you） ?, 4） Did you clearly 

set a time for pairwork? If “yes”, how often?, 5） What words 

and deeds by your partner hindered the pairwork?, 6） What 

words and deeds by your partner facilitated the pairwork?, 

7） How often did you use live chat?, and 8） How did live chat 

help you （if you answered “yes” to Q7）? Questions 1,2,3, and 

4 were selected to investigate students’ autonomous nature, 
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designated time （during class），while 22 % reported once or 

twice. Only 2 % said they failed to contact more than 3 times 

（shown in Figure 1）．Those who answered “yes” to question 

1 were asked why they failed to contact their partner.  Seven 

categories with 23 conceptual units were obtained as a result 

of the analysis. Answers varied from personal faults such as 

forgetting to make contact and not noticing their partner’s 

messages to procedural difficulties such as technical problems 

and not understanding the contact rule （shown in Figure 2）.

	 Responses to the question, 3） “What did you do when 

your partner did not contact you （If your partner has ever 

failed to contact you）”? brought six categories with 40 

conceptual units. The results indicated that the majority of 

respondents took some kind of measure to reach out to their 

partner, as presented in Figure 3. Many students contacted 

the teacher to intervene while others used private 

communication platforms to communicate with their partners. 

Only a few students did nothing to reach out to their 

partners and just waited. 

Figure 3　�What Did You Do When Partner Did Not 
Contact You?

	 Figure 4 shows the results of respondents’ answers to 

questions, 4） “Did you clearly set a time for pairwork? If 

“yes”, how often?”  The data show that most students clearly 

set time for pairwork or did pairwork during class. About a 

quarter of the respondents say they did not set a time. 

	 To question 5） “What words and deeds by your 

partner hindered the pairwork?”, six categories with 51 

conceptual units were found. Most students cited “late” or “no 

and questions 5 and 6 were to investigate their collaborative 

nature. Questions 7 and 8 were chosen to examine the 

communication type used. The data for questions 1, 4, and 7 

were quantitatively tabulated for analysis. For questions 2, 3, 

5, 6,   and 8, participants’ narrative responses were closely 

examined and coded in terms of the conceptual units 

participants described （Swain et al., 2009）．After analyzing 

93 sets of responses, the conceptual units of their narratives 

were first grouped into conceptual categories according to 

their similarity in meaning. Then, those with overlapping 

concepts were classified together to make the key concepts 

before they were quantitatively tabulated for analysis.  

	 To investigate the second research question, text 

messages of interactional communication by 92 participants 

in the channels between Week 2 and Week 15 were closely 

examined and sequences with adjacent pairs （Schegloff & 

Sacks, 1973） were extracted. Those segments were then 

classified into six conceptual categories of interactional types. 

The classified data were then quantitatively tabulated for 

analysis.  

５．Results
5.1．�RQ 1: Did Students Act Collaboratively and 

Autonomously?
	 In this chapter, I will focus on students’ responses in 

the reflection sheet and examine their responses to see if 

they acted both collaboratively and autonomously to engage 

in pairwork. Firstly, responses to question, 1） “Did you ever 

fail to contact your partner within the designated time? If 

“yes”, how many times?”, show that 76 % of the respondents 

reported they never failed to contact their partner within the 

Figure 1　�How Many Times Did You Fail to Contact 
Your Partner Within Designated Time ？

Figure 2　�Reasons for Not Contacting within 
Designated Time.
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reply” by their partners as the main hindrance to smooth 

pairwork （shown in Figure 5）．In contrast, the results of 

students’ answers to question 6） “What words and deeds by 

your partner facilitated the pairwork?” show eight categories 

with 91 conceptual units （Figure 6）．The results show that 

the  partner ’ s  qu ick response and we l l -mannered 

communication helped them greatly while the partner’s 

collaborative efforts to complete difficult tasks also benefited 

them.

Figure 6　What Facilitated Learning in Pairwork?

	 Students were also asked 7） “How often did you use 

live chat?” as they were given the freedom to decide on the 

communication tool from texts, live chat, or both. The results 

show （Figure 7） that three-quarters of the students used 

only text messages to communicate in pairwork and less 	

than 10% used it regularly.  

	 Figure 8 shows the effects of live chat given by the 

respondents.  Seven categories with 33 conceptual units are 

obtained. The results indicate that many students noted that 

live chat enabled them to resolve problems quickly as 

discussion and communicating ideas were easier on live chat. 

Some students thought communicating on live chat helped 

them narrow the distance between them.  

Figure 8　How Did Live Chat Help You?

5.2．�RQ 2: Did Collaborative Dialogue Occur in 
Pairwork? 

　In this section, I will focus on students’ text communication 

in Teams’ channels to see if collaborative dialogue occurred 

in pairwork. The data were coded into meaningful 

interactional segments, then they were classified in terms of 

six conceptual categories of interactional types （shown in 

Table 2）: 1） Exchange of answers only, 2） Exchange of 

answers and comments about the answers, 3） Simple task-

related collaborative dialogue, 4） Simple non-task-related 

collaborative dialogue, 5） Complex task-related collaborative 

dialogue, and 6） Complex non-task-related collaborative 

dialogue. Simple collaborative dialogue （3 & 4）   involves a  

sequence with one assessment response  （Pomeranz, 1984） 

whereas complex collaborative dialogue （5 & 6） involves a 

sequence with 2 or more assessment responses. The data 

show that students exchanged answers quite frequently but 

did not discuss their answers in detail. However, there were 

also quite a few occasions when students engaged in 

Figure 4　�How Often Did You Clearly Set Time for 
Pairwork ？

Figure 5　What Hindered Smooth Pairwork?

Figure 7　How Often Did You Use Live Chat?
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collaborative dialogue with peers about tasks as well as about 

other problems they were facing.  

Table 2　�Interaction Type Observed in Texts 
Messages in Teams Channels

Interaction Type Frequency
1 Exchange of answers only 529 segments

2 Exchange of answers and comments 
about answers 107 segments

3 Task-related collaborative dialogue 
（Simple） 116 segments

4 Non-task-related collaborative dialogue 
（Simple） 31 segments

5 Task-relatedcollaborative dialogue 
（Complex） 60 segments

6 Non-task-related collaborative dialogue 
（Complex） 29 segments

６．Discussion
	 Data analysis from the reflection sheet indicates that 

students overall acted autonomously to engage in pairwork 

with their partners. The majority of students acted 

responsibly and contacted their partners without delay 

（Figure 1）．Even when their partners failed to contact them, 

many students sought ways to get in touch with their 

partners （Figure 3）．The data also indicate that many 

students tried to systematically proceed by completing the 

pairwork during the class hour or by negotiating with their 

partner a convenient time for pairwork （Figure 4）．There 

are also indications of students’ cooperative behaviors toward 

each other. Many students found their collaborative efforts to 

work on difficult tasks beneficial and their partner’s 

cooperative and favorable attitude facilitated learning （Figure 

6）．

	 However, the data from the reflective sheet also show 

some difficulties students were facing.  Some students forgot 

to contact their partner or did not respond to their partner in 

time because they did not notice their partner’s messages 

（Figure 2）．Late or no reply from their partner was a major 

obstacle for some students （Figure 5）．Procedural difficulties 

such as technical problems or miscommunication by using 

text messages were other problems students had to deal 

with （Figure 5）．

	 Six types of dialogic communication are manifested in 

the text data in Teams’ channels. More than 500 cases of 

interactive exchanges were simple exchanges of answers to 

the task. What this indicates is that students often only 

exchanged information on many occasions rather than 

negotiated for problem-solving or knowledge-building. 

Nevertheless, there were 107 occasions in which students 

added some comments on answers. This type of dialogic 

exchange does not necessarily lead to problem-solving or 

knowledge-building by itself, yet it can serve to facilitate 

agreeable dialogic encounters, which is a useful skill for 

effective communication. 

	 There was also evidence of task-related and non-task-

related collaborative dialogue in students’ interactions. 

Among them, 60 cases of task-related collaborative dialogue 

and 29 of non-task-related collaborative dialogue were 

complex in nature, in which students exchanged several 

assessment responses in an attempt to resolve a problem or 

gain an understanding of a particular concept. The dialogue 

below is an example of such complex collaborative dialogue 

taking place. They are discussing the following gap-filling 

exercise from Interchange 1 （Richards, 2017, p. 10） in 

English. The exercise was used to help students understand 

the concepts of the simple present with wh-questions and 

statements.

Ａ：How           he like it?

Ｂ：�Not much, but he           some extra money to spend!

Excerpt:

Ｎ：What word did you put in “How           he like it?”

Ｋ：does!

Ｎ：OK!  Then B should respond using “does”?

Ｋ：I wasn’t sure... I put “has” though.

Ｎ：�Not sure... I put does.... but can’t be “does”... there should 

be a do-verb there, so “has” seems more appropriate.

Ｋ：Yeah! I think so, too.

Ｎ：OK. I’ll put “has”.

	

	 As shown in the excerpt, students exchanged multiple 

assessment responses （Pomeranz, 1984），which indicates 

complex collaborative dialogue rather than simply comparing 

their answers. On that account, they were engaged in 

collaborative dialogue to co-construct knowledge in an effort 

to resolve a problem together through dialogue.

	 Nonetheless,   a large number of students’ dialogic 

interactions were simple exchanges of answers. This may 

have something to do with the fact that students 

communicated in texts. It takes more time to communicate in 

texts compared to using live chat as students need to think 

of the appropriate words and sentences to communicate their 

ideas properly before typing words. Also, miscommunication 
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may arise as they have to assess the partner’s intention only 

through words they see. On the contrary, those who used 

live chat thought it helped them resolve problems quickly 

through discussion, and communicating ideas was easier on 

live chat （Figure 8）．Furthermore, live chat can also help 

narrow students’ distance from each other （Figure 8）．

Those who only exchanged answers often communicated 

using honorific sentence forms. Concerning that point, some 

s tuden t s  t hough t  t ha t  pa r tne r s ’  we l l -mannered 

communication helped them proceed with pairwork smoothly 

（Figure 6）．While the use of honorific sentence forms can 

help students maintain good relationships with each other, it 

could also create psychological distance between them, which 

may lead them to feel reluctant to ask questions or give 

frank opinions. In addition, when using texting, students do 

not necessarily need to focus on their communication unlike 

in live chat. This can create time lags in their online 

communication, leading to late responses to partners’ 

messages. In this study, the data on students’ interaction in 

live chat was not available, so it is hard to discuss the 

correlation between the use of live chat and the occurrence 

of more active collaborative dialogue unless we examine the 

actual interaction,   but it is worthwhile investigating the 

relationship. 

７．Conclusion
	 In conclusion, students worked cooperatively and 

autonomously overall in their weekly pairwork. Also, there 

were some occasions in which students facilitated each other’s 

learning by negotiating meaning through collaborative 

dialogue. However, the data also revealed that the use of 

texting caused some difficulties in their online communication, 

which may have prevented them from asking questions or 

giving frank opinions to each other. 

	 This study has brought up several research themes to 

be further explored. Firstly, it is significant to study how the 

use of on-time communication tools such as live chat can 

affect the quality of students’ interactions. Will it affect more 

frequent peer-to-peer negotiations?  Furthermore, some 

students mentioned in this study that the use of live chat 

helped them get more acquainted with each other.   It is 

worthwhile to find out how different communication formats 

such as texting and live chat can affect the frequency and 

quality of students’ dialogical interactions and what 

psychological, social, or cultural factors cause those 

differences.
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