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Are You Pinterested? A Study into an Online Collaborative

Homework Task
Paul McEntee

ABSTRACT

This paper reflects upon a year-long project which aimed to provide English Discussion Class
(EDC) students with a more meaningful topic knowledge through a supplementary and optional
homework activity prior to the in-class discussions. Before each class students are expected to
complete a course text reading for their lesson in preparation to participate fully in the class as a
whole. However, typically many students complete this reading task minutes before the lesson
starts or even in some cases neglect to prepare at all. In order to find a solution to this issue and
also to blend the use of MALL into the EDC curriculum - I offered the students an optional
homework activity — a class collaborative Pinterest board, whereby the class members could add
and share ‘on topic’ info-graphics which may provide them with more visual, easily digestible
information and an alternative take on the general lesson discussion theme.

INTRODUCTION

The age of information can be characterized by the evolution and modernization of technology,
which has in turn driven great changes in the way that students communicate with each other. This
modern phenomena and social evolution may have a greater potential to underpin how students
academically achieve. If then assuming by default we are all ‘connected’ by our membership to
social media sites and smart phone messenger apps, does that give the students a platform to
collaborate outside of the discussion classroom? The Pinterest homework project aimed to explore
the potential for social media collaboration between students and assess and analyze the direct
effect that such collaborative tasks may have on in class production of language in discussion and,
to a wider extent, enjoyment of the course, as a whole.

To encapsulate the notion of collaboration we can assimilate aspects of peer
interdependence but also that of learner autonomy. Also do such collaborative activities help to
create a community for support and learning? What learner styles and motivations are
accommodated by the facilitation of collaborative tasks online? And lastly in this context, are there
implications for curricula change on a micro and macro level?

Extra Homework Teacher?!

The social media platform Pinterest is best characterized as a virtual “notice board” or “white
board” for adding and sharing ideas. Users can curate their class board and add images, info-
graphics and videos. It can act as a visual bookmarking tool which can be shared with all members
of that specific and closed group (in this case, the discussion class). Most importantly this task
was to be conducted by using the Pinterest application — the students were instructed how to use
the smart phone app and of course made aware that it was an entirely optional task.

The “elephant in the room” here is that what was asked of the students was to do something
extra outside of course expectations. In explanation of the task, albeit unfortunately somewhat
hurried due to lesson timing constraints, I sought to encourage the students to work together
outside of the classroom and to add, what they thought would be some interesting or useful
material/information in the form of an info-graphic (see Appendix). This collaboration between
the students might enable them to be better equipped to tackle the rather heavy weekly discussion
topics.

If looking through a Vygotskyian social cultural theoretical framework, the pedagogy of
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collaborative learning posits that learning occurs through the co-negotiation of understanding
between learners, each interdependent on learner styles, skills sets, life experiences and
motivations. Through such collaboration, participants actively construct their own knowledge —
the responsibility resting on the learner moreover the educator. So in assuming that developmental
processes take place through participation (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) rather than through isolated
effort, with engagement between others a critical factor in the process (Stockwell, 2006) then how
might this be better facilitated in this specific cultural and academic context? Studies into how
scaffolding collaborative tasks away from the formal classroom (Ikeda, 2014) have suggested that
such learning processes strengthen the students’ out of class learning. It is then that the reliance
on each other, the virtues of the collective group dynamic promote positive interdependence and
individual accountability (McCafferty, Jacobs and Iddings, 2006).

Whilst social media is driving the dissemination and our consumption of information, the
digital revolution can be seen to be quietly taking place in the landscape of Japanese academia
(Lockley, 2011). A slow rethinking of the tasks and student activities in the language classroom
has been attempted — much less without the authoritative guidance of the teacher. Student
autonomy, self-awareness and actionable goal setting have become significant issues within this
particular EFL context, but where does that inquiry into autonomy posit itself within the realm of
CMC and MALL in Japan? One of the main obstacles to fully embracing CMC and learning
technologies in the classroom is the lack of (or institutional reluctance to encourage) learner
autonomy or ability to conduct self-directed/independent learning (Yoshida and Nakano, 2013).

A Community for Support and Learning?

An online student collaborative virtual space post/pre-lesson for discussion preparation as a point
of self-access for learners may well further fuse and aid MALL and autonomy however it will be
interesting to extend from the theoretical tools of the Socio-Cultural theory to studies into
communities of practice, and with that in particular CALL/MALL. This project aimed to harness
a definite cultural characteristic, a shared sense of community and willingness to contribute, aid
the willingness to communicate and observe how online individual to group interactions affect
communicative competency.

PROCEDURE

This project was conducted over two semesters — with the managed pilot and subsequent data
collection collated in the spring. The more ‘hands off” project was conducted in the fall semester.
The spring semester project commenced from lesson 2 in April. The students were all given a
‘how to’ guide to use Pinterest (of which most of them had never heard of before). The Pinterest
site and group board were shown on the class monitor in classes where applicable. The students
all received an email invitation to join the board and to start to add and share visual information
as they saw fit to complement the preceding week’s discussion topic. Each Pinterest board had the
appropriate lesson topic heading and key word search hints for the students to use in their search
for “Pins” on the website. This weekly activity ran for 12 weeks of the semester and the students
were given verbal and written reminders and encouragement in post lesson feedback and in their
online lesson comments to take part in the optional homework task. During lessons 13 and 14
feedback data was collected and collated on the semester long task and presented in the results
section of this paper.

After receiving favorable results and feedback of using Pinterest as a supplementary
homework activity in the spring semester — the project continued into the fall semester. The same
procedure followed with the exception that I left the students to curate the boards themselves and
infrequently reminded them to collaborate and share ideas. The rationale being that the results
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from the spring suggested that the students, with functional and technology guidance, may
intrinsically take more ownership of the board and curate it themselves from week to week.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A survey was administered at the end of the spring semester to gauge the attitudes of the students
of the pilot project and below some of the key findings are revealed.

Students get Ready

Sample > 83. Students ranked their responses from 1 very prepared to 5 not prepared at all.
7% 1% 8%

1 =2 m3 m4 5

Figure 1. How prepared do you think you are to discuss the lesson topics each week?

The survey revealed that the majority of students felt they were prepared enough to discuss at
length the topic in focus. The weekly interaction with the class Pinterest board may have been a
contributing factor or these results may be due to the ease and familiarity of most of the spring
semester discussion topics. In hindsight I think it would have been beneficial to survey the students
as to what their definition of being ‘prepared’ to discuss deeply and critically meant. In this
particular context, simply completing the required homework tasks might have been the stock
reply.

Get Uploading

(Rank 1 very helpful to 5 not helpful).

2% 5%

n1

m3
m4

Figure 2. How helpful was Pinterest for you to discuss the lesson topic in class?

With 59% of the students reporting somewhat neutral feelings towards the effectiveness of using
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Pinterest as a supplementary tool - this may indicate a lack of knowledge of how to effectively use
the application. This result seems plausible as many of the students had some difficulties in
understanding what they actually had to do. Frequently after lessons I spent time with the students
explaining how to search, add and share info-graphics to their class board. In addition,
approximately a third of responses noted in the survey that they had logged in to the application
and browsed but had not contributed and shared any information. The 39% in agreement
persuaded me to continue with the project into the fall semester. Subsequent revisions were made,
and the students were given a guide in Japanese on how to correctly use the application.

Get Involved?

(Rank 1 I really want to - 5 I don 't want to).

40
ml
30 39% 2
20 "3
10 - m4
1% 5
0 n

Figure 3. Would you like to do some extra research to better understand the lesson topics?

The survey prompt indicated favourably towards the students’ willingness to better prepare
themselves for their discussion class. Aside from the course textbook reading, the students may
indeed feel they need guidance from their teachers on how exactly to do this. Take for example
the lesson topic from week 8 of the spring semester — ‘Becoming Independent’. This could be seen
as quite an abstract issue for students of their age and maturity to discuss extensively. Given a
clear path and the opportunity - students may indeed invest more in the course and the weekly
topic. Let us turn to some responses on a potential way forward.

Get Into it?
(Rank 1 I really want to - 5 I don t want to)
40
m]
30 39% 2
20 m3
10 - 4
0% 5
O n

Figure 4. Would you like to work together online more with your group out of class?

If we temporarily disregard the indifferent and neutral standpoint on this prompt (29%) then 58%
of the students feel that they would like to explore further the option of studying together, on topic
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and specifically ‘online’ out of class. Given the wide range of online options/platforms available
to us as educators these tentative results suggest willingness on behalf of the students to
collaborate on homework tasks and thus create and curate discussions that, to some extent, are
more meaningful and student centered.

Stay on the Scene?

5% _ 1%

m Stongly Agree
Agree
u Neutral

W Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Figure 5. Preparing for class using the internet and social media is more interesting for me.

One of the major drawbacks I found with this project was that the students needed constant
guidance on how to effectively use the Pinterest application — with its functionality hindering
quick and effective involvement. Anecdotally I heard students saying that it was hard to log in or
that they couldn’t find an info-graphic on the lesson topic. However, the results collated above
tend to the view that the students would find social media ‘research’ (in its various guises)
enjoyable with 68% of responses in agreement with the prompt. In any further potential studies, I
would certainly place MALL functionality and familiarity of greater importance.

CONCLUSION

The emergence of MALL over the last decade has enabled language educators to go beyond the
classroom thus opening avenues for research into how MALL might better facilitate second
language acquisition. The ubiquity of smartphones and the rapid rise and use of social media over
the last ten years has challenged educators to dovetail pedagogy with ever changing technological
innovation. The Japanese university system has indeed taken time to catch up with the pedagogical
changes that have been implemented over the years. Homework tasks however are, for the most
part, unimaginative and performed solitarily.

Some conclusions that I have taken from this small scale project is that there seems to be a
willingness from the students to collaborate out of class and thoroughly ready themselves for
somewhat rather heavy discussion topics, sometimes of a concrete nature but often quite abstract
for a university first year student. The interest shown by the students in the project was also
tempered and hindered by the obvious fact that it was an optional task - ungraded and outside of
course expectations/requirements. The fall semester being the indicator that if the students were
not encouraged by the teacher to be more ‘involved’ in their course, then they simply reverted to
the norm and performed the course reading, for the most part, just before the class started.

In assessment of the deep-seated and perennial problems that exist but also in optimism of
what changes can be made, this study aimed to build and extend upon the current CALL/MALL
philosophies of creating student-centered, meaningful and most importantly intuitively usable
material. To what extent could collaborative, technology enabled tasks better prepare the students
for a face to face discussion? — And are there any implications for this small scale project toward
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institutional curricula changes of blended learning.
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APPENDIX — Sample Info-graphics from Lesson 3 - Fall 2017
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