
 

 

ISSN 2185-3762 

Studies in Self-Access Learning Journal 
http://sisaljournal.org  

 
Exploring a Collaborative Synchronous Online Learning 
Environment in an Initial Language Teacher Education 
Program 

 
Cemil Gökhan Karacan, Beykent University, Turkey  

 
Melike Bekereci-Şahin, East Technical University, Turkey 
 
Corresponding email address: cemilgokhankaracan@gmail.com 

 
Publication date: September, 2025. 

 

To cite this article  
Karacan, C. G., & Bekereci-Şahin, M. (2025). Exploring a collaborative synchronous online 
learning environment in an initial language teacher education program. Studies in Self-
Access Learning Journal 16(3), 477–503. https://doi.org/10.37237/202404 

 
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Please contact 
the authors for permission to reprint elsewhere. 
 
Scroll down for article. 
  



SiSAL Journal Vol. 16, No. 3, September 2025, pp. 477–503  

 

477 

 

Exploring a Collaborative Synchronous Online Learning Environment in 

an Initial Language Teacher Education Program 
 
Cemil Gökhan Karacan, English Language & Literature, Beykent University, Turkey  
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9663-5021 
 
Melike Bekereci-Şahin, Department of Foreign Language Education, Middle East Technical 
University, Turkey 
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3803-4399  

 

Abstract 

This qualitative study explores pre-service language teachers’ experiences in a collaborative 
synchronous online course in language teacher education program in Turkey. A course was 
designed to equip pre-service language teachers of English with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to effectively incorporate technology into their teaching and self-learning practices. 
Adopting a generic qualitative inquiry design, data were collected over 14 weeks from 63 
pre-service EFL teachers through weekly reflection papers, online surveys, and face-to-face 
follow-up semi-structured interviews. The study found that technology-enhanced 
collaborative online course had a positive influence on participants’ engagement, interaction, 
and professional development with participants perceiving the course experience positively. 
The findings suggest that collaborative online courses, when they are effectively taught, can 
be a valuable professional development opportunity in initial language teacher education 
programs. 
 

Keywords: collaborative synchronous online course, online learning environments, virtual 
learning environments, professional development 

 

 

In our day-to-day teaching, learning management systems (LMS), Web 2.0 tools, data 

analytics, video conferencing platforms and virtual learning environments (VLE) are 

integrated into everyday teaching practices. While some scholars define learning 

environments (LE) as the place where the course content and homework submissions are 

stored, shared, and worked on, others define it as the holistic place where, in addition to those 

mentioned before, students and teachers gather and interact; and sometimes even extend the 

learning process beyond the classroom. At a tertiary level, the LE is not limited to the four 

walls of a classroom, and university lecturers strive for other instructional techniques that can 

contribute to their students’ varying skills. In teacher education programs, pre-service 

teachers need a wide array of skills that cannot be easily acquired during class hours.  
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In this study, we present a technology-supported virtual learning environment, 

enriched with collaborative teaching and out-of-class learning opportunities, within an initial 

language teacher education program at a foundation university. The study aims to explore the 

experiences of pre-service English teachers as they engage with this virtual learning 

environment. 

 

Virtual Learning Environments 

Learning environments are social contexts in which students interact with their peers 

and teachers (Graetz, 2006). A learning environment is one that is learner-centered, realistic, 

and effective (ElSayad, 2023; Herrington & Herrington, 2006). It is also one where students 

can communicate their ideas (Kaufmann & Vallade, 2022) and one that is responsive to 

students’ needs (Sande & Burnett, 2023). A learning environment should meet the needs of 

learners as it is a place where students can communicate their ideas and where they are 

motivated to learn (Sande & Burnett, 2023).  

It is vital to offer self-regulation practice opportunities to pre-service teachers 

(Yılmaz-Na & Sönmez, 2023). Providing relevant learning experiences where pre-service 

teachers can practice taking charge of their own learning while they learn how to plan, 

monitor, and reflect on their own learning is one effective strategy for developing self-

regulation abilities (Randi, 2004). If the learning environment requires knowledge 

production, they will also more actively engage in the course content.  

In initial teacher education programs, provided that they are effectively employed by 

teacher education professors, VLEs provide a flexible and convenient way to access 

educational content and resources, and this allows pre-service teachers to learn at their own 

pace and from any location (Debbag & Fidan, 2022). Professors’ VLE-related practices may 

also influence pre-service teachers who are likely to implement those in their future 

classrooms. These environments can give pre-service teachers the opportunity to collaborate 

and communicate with other students and teachers, which can support the development of 

their social and emotional skills and enhance their learning experience (Özüdoğru, 2021). By 

offering pre-service teachers tailored learning paths and recommendations based on their 

unique needs and preferences, VLEs can also facilitate personalized and adaptive learning 

(Syah et al., 2020). By providing personalized and adaptive learning paths, learning outcomes 

can be enhanced and pre-service teachers can be better prepared for the demands and 

obstacles that the teaching profession may present. 
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Furthermore, according to Can and Simsek (2015), VLEs can assist pre-service 

teachers in gaining the skills and knowledge necessary to use technology in the classroom. 

Pre-service teachers who are familiar with VLEs and other digital tools will be more 

equipped to incorporate technology into their teaching practices and to assist their students’ 

learning as the use of technology in education continues to expand (Nissim et al., 2016). 

 

Interaction 

Interaction plays a crucial role in the effectiveness of VLEs. Interaction in a VLE 

refers to the instructional materials and resources, as well as the ways in which teachers and 

students interact and communicate with one another. This may reflect itself in discussion 

forums, online quizzes and assessments, group projects, and real-time video conferencing. 

The role interaction plays in a VLE is to facilitate engagement and collaboration among 

students and teachers, and to provide opportunities for students to apply and demonstrate 

their knowledge and skills (Ak & Gökdaş, 2021). By providing a platform for interaction, 

these environments can help to create a more dynamic and engaging learning experience for 

improved learning outcomes (Borba et al., 2018). Moreover, interaction can help to build a 

sense of community and connection among students and teachers, which can support social 

and emotional learning and contribute to creating a more supportive and inclusive LE (Borba 

et al., 2018; Chao et al., 2024). 

 

Students’ Perceptions of the Learning Environments 

The perceptions of students towards VLEs are particularly important as perceptions 

towards an environment could affect the learning process. Understandably, this can depend 

on several factors, such as the student’s individual learning style, their previous experiences 

with virtual learning (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020), and the specific VLE they are using 

(Hrastinski, 2008). Student perceptions of VLEs vary; some find them convenient and 

flexible for accessing content (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020), while others perceive them as 

impersonal, and lacking collaboration. Additionally, while some students appreciate the 

positive and engaging aspects of such environments (Artino & Stephens, 2009), others may 

face challenges with the lack or absence of face-to-face interaction, and the requirements for 

self-motivation, self-regulation and discipline (Huang et al., 2020). VLEs are not places 

where only learning occurs, they have an influence on students’ thinking processes, behaviors 

and feelings (Graetz, 2006). For instance, when a LE is supportive and centered on the needs 
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of the students, it allows the students to engage in constructive learning experience (Ni et al., 

2010). 

In general, students’ perceptions of VLEs are likely to be influenced by the quality 

and effectiveness of the VLE, as well as by the student’s personal preferences and 

experiences (Jaggars, 2014).  

 

Deep Learning 

VLEs provide learners with the range of content and material available to make 

learning permanent (Mimirinis & Bhattacharya, 2007). The ‘deep learning’ concept, also 

referred to as ‘cognitive active learning,’ is the actual understanding of the subject matter 

(Jiang, 2022). Students who engage in cognitive active learning modify their knowledge by 

going beyond the basic understanding. Deep learners, as opposed to surface learners, strive to 

achieve a deeper comprehension of the subject matter. Since VLEs demand self-directed 

learning skills, they create more opportunities for students to engage in deep learning. Deep-

learning practitioners connect with the content by developing meaningful discussions and 

using practical examples from their daily lives. As a result, instead of rote memorization, 

students critically interact with the content and maintain it in their long-term memory (Baker 

et al., 2010; Ke & Xie, 2009). 

 

Framework 

The impact of students’ perceptions of a learning environment can be easily framed 

within the 3P model suggested by Biggs (1999), which conceptualize the learning process as 

an interacting system with of three sets of variables: the learning environment and student 

characteristics (presage), students’ approach to learning (process), and learning outcomes 

(product). 

In principle, the model suggests that personal and situational variables impact a 

student’s learning strategy, which in turn mediates or influences the types of outcomes 

attained; and second, that presage elements (e.g., perceptions of the learning environment) 

can also significantly affect instructional objectives. 

Presage factors are those that exist prior to the time of learning, as the term implies, 

and are divided into two categories: long-standing personal characteristics brought to the 

learning situation by the student (e.g., prior knowledge, academic ability, personality) and 

situational characteristics that characterize the learning environment such as teaching 
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methods, workload, course structure (Biggs, 1999). Biggs (1999) emphasizes that the way 

students perceive their learning environment, which is shaped by their motivations and 

expectations, plays a crucial role in how situational factors impact their learning methods and 

results. 

Process factors outline the way students approach their learning. Despite the ongoing 

discussions about these approaches, two essential orientations or approaches emerged. Deep 

learning involves seeking for increased comprehension through the application and 

comparison of ideas. In contrast, surface learning comprises reproductive strategies without a 

solid integration of information (Marton & Säljö, 1976; Thomas & Bain, 1984). 

The product is the result of learning outcomes (cognitive, emotive, or behavioral) that 

students develop during the learning process (Biggs, 1999). Affective learning outcomes, on 

the other hand, include course satisfaction and perceptions of skill development (Aworuwa & 

Owen, 2009). The model is shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 

A General Model of Student Learning Process (adapted from Biggs, 1999) 

 
Considering all of this, schools now have a duty to provide learning environments that 

not only increase the likelihood of student success but also give students the opportunity to 
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become more involved (Deci et al., 1991; Pai et al., 2014). The impact of the learning 

environment on student learning and other beneficial effects is documented in the relevant 

literature, but it also offers a chance for active learning and student involvement (Deci et al., 

1991). Thus, the research question specified below drives the current study: 

How do pre-service EFL teachers experience a collaborative synchronous online 

course enhanced with in- and out-of-class learning opportunities? 

Methodology 

A generic qualitative approach has been chosen for the current study since it allows 

researchers to draw conclusions from subjective opinions of participants in their own settings 

without the limitations of a specific qualitative approach (Caelli et al., 2003). To this end, it 

offers an opportunity to investigate and describe the experiences of instructors and pre-

service English language teachers in an online synchronous learning environment at a tertiary 

level. 

 

Setting and Research Context 

The current study was conducted in an English Language Teacher Education program 

of a foundation university located in Istanbul, Turkey, a city that serves as the country’s 

cultural and economic hub and is uniquely situated on the European continent. In the context 

of the study, the technological infrastructure and device ownership are in a desirable state, 

indicating that our students come from backgrounds that are relatively familiar with 

technology. The course offered was fully online, supported with out-of-class online activities. 

The course was conducted with two lecturers who were also the researchers of the current 

study. Lecturer-1 is a tech-savvy teacher educator with versatile experience giving 

Instructional Technologies courses, while Lecturer-2 is a teacher educator with considerable 

field knowledge, teacher education expertise and qualitative research experience. Lecturer-1 

took the role of lecturing and presenting course content while Lecturer-2 was directing the 

questions and guiding the discussions as a mediator.  

 

Participants 

There were 69 pre-service English language teachers in the second year of the teacher 

education program; however, six of them were excluded from the study because of the 

following reasons: four of them did not complete the required weekly tasks and two of them 
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did not attend the sessions regularly. To this end, 63 pre-service English language teachers 

were selected as the participants of this study. The average age was 20, and the gender 

distribution was 18 Males and 45 Females. 

In order to ensure the protection of participants’ personal data, the researchers 

distributed informed consent forms to participants to get their permission and provide 

necessary information about the study. Also, numbers were given to each participant to 

ensure anonymity. 

 

Data Collection Tools 

In generic qualitative inquiry, semi-structured interviews, reflective practices, and 

open-ended surveys are some of the most widely used and valid means of data collection 

(Percy et al., 2015). In this study, the relevant data was collected through weekly reflection 

papers, an online open-ended survey, and face-to-face follow-up semi-structured interviews. 

The data collection process began with the first part of an open-ended survey aimed to 

determine participants’ base level of teacher digital competence.  

It continued with collecting pre-service teachers’ weekly reflection papers in order to 

have a first insight into their perceptions and experiences related to the course. Reflection 

papers were written by the participants as their weekly assignments for the course. Each 

week, the participants composed reflections to share their perceptions about the usage of the 

application or the practicality of the digital platform they learnt. They were also encouraged 

to share their experiences related to the learning environment.  

At the end of the implementation, participants were given the second part of the 

survey providing detailed responses on the topics in their reflection papers. They answered 

five open-ended questions designed for the evaluation of the learning environment in their 

own words. Finally, face-to-face semi-structured follow-up interviews were conducted with 

three volunteer participants to gain deeper insights into the suggestions made in the survey.  

An invitation email was sent to all participants with the necessary information about 

the interview procedure, and after waiting for a week, three participants accepted the 

invitation. They were asked questions related to evaluating the learning environment with 

specific experiences they had, describing their engagement to the course, and their 

suggestions for the development of the course. Each interview lasted for approximately 

fifteen minutes. The data collection procedure is demonstrated in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Summary of Data Collection Methods 

Data Collection Method Details 

Reflective Paragraphs 256 reflective paragraphs written over 10 weeks 

Surveys Completed 60 surveys successfully returned 

Interviews 2 female and 1 male students, ages 20-22 

Data Analysis 

Firstly, with the aim of profiling the digital savviness and competence of the 

participants, descriptive data were collected through an online survey and analyzed using 

statistical analysis software. After that, as for our primary data, data analysis steps suggested 

by Persson (2006) were followed. VSAIEEDC model of data analysis is used in generic 

qualitative research since it is a cognition-based, rigor and reflexive model (Chi Vo et al., 

2012). Offering a prescriptive approach to generic data analysis, the VSAIEEDC model 

consists of the following seven steps: variation, specification, abstraction, internal 

verification, external verification, demonstration, and conclusion (Kennedy, 2016). While 

analyzing the collected data for the current study, the researchers first scanned the raw data to 

get immediate perceptions of recurring patterns. After that, the variation and similarities 

among recurring patterns were identified. As a third step, commonalities were extracted and 

coded. Before starting categorization of codes, internal verification was employed to check if 

the codes were logical and feasible. In this step, we also endeavored to eliminate the 

researchers’ personal bias. Right after, codes were grouped into categories. In qualitative 

studies, researchers need to construct trustworthiness of their study (Creswell, 2009). In order 

to achieve this aim, external verification was employed by means of data triangulation and 

member-checking which are valid strategies for verification (Morse et al., 2002). The 

demonstration step was achieved by visualizing data in a charted form. Finally, the 

conclusion step within the model was accomplished after data saturation, where no new 

categories could be extracted from data analysis. The whole process was conducted three 

times for the data collected by means of three data collection tools namely reflection papers, 

online survey, and face-to-face follow-up interviews. After implementing the VSAIEEDC 

model three times and identifying themes, these were grouped again to reach overarching 
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themes and report on them. In this step, overarching themes were supported with vignettes of 

participants since the participants gave the researchers examples from their own practices. 

Findings 

Descriptive statistics were run to investigate the participants’ perceived digital 

competence. Most participants claim to have a teacher digital competence level between B1-

C1. Not a single individual reported having a digital competence level of A1 (Table 2). 

 

Table 2  

Participants’ Self-Reported Teacher Digital Competence Levels 
Levels Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

A1 0 0 0 

A2 8 12,7 12,7 

B1 18 28,6 41,3 

B2 24 38,1 79,4 

C1 11 17,5 96,8 

C2 2 3,2 100,0 

 

Other statements on a Likert scale from 1 to 5 were also present in the survey; for 

example, their perceived digital competence (M=2,70) and finding it easy to work with 

computers and other technical equipment (M=4.25). They use the internet extensively and 

competently (M=4.22) and, furthermore, they are open and curious about new digital means 

(M=4.41). Relatively lower than the other measures, participants’ social network engagement 

had a mean score of 3.83 (Table 3). 
 

Table 3 

Participants’ Digital Savviness and Utilization 

Statistics 
Perceived digital 
competence 

Easiness to work with 
computers and other 
technical equipment 

Extensive and 
competent 
internet use 

Openness to 
new digital 
means 

Social 
network 
engagement 

M 2,70 4,25 4,22 4,41 3,83 

Md 3 5 5 5 5 

Min. 1 1 1 1 1 

Max. 5 5 5 5 5 
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Having presented descriptive statistics regarding the participants’ digital savviness 

and utilization, the following section shows the students’ perceptions about the learning 

environment and their suggestions to establish a positive and learner-friendly course 

atmosphere. The data analysis of weekly reflection papers, online open-ended surveys, and 

face-to-face follow-up semi-structured interviews led us to create five overarching themes: 

course experience, student engagement, professional development, quality of interaction, and 

student teachers’ expectations. 

 

Course Experience 

Course experience refers to any contact with people and events in which learning 

takes place. Within this theme, three sub-themes were found thanks to the thematic analysis: 

satisfaction with course content, instructor attitudes, and teaching organization. 

The students expressed their satisfaction with the learning environment since they 

experienced the relevance between course aim and course content. They also mentioned that 

the course was designed to show students how non-educational technological platforms could 

be used for teaching purposes. Two of the students stated that the course met their 

expectations: 

This course gave me the competence of accessing information more 

easily, producing content, and presenting new things about ELT on my 

social media (P2, Survey). 

I have always wanted to open my own blog; however, I did not know 

how to do it. Thanks to this course, I had a chance to create my own blog 

to share my ideas about teaching and the information I found while doing 

research on innovations in ELT. I have gained new ideas, experiences, 

and information (P3, Reflection paper).  

While some of the students implied that they felt the lack of technological 

competence as teacher candidates, the rest (of them) mentioned their competence in 

technology, as well as their satisfaction with learning new methods to integrate technology 

with teaching language thanks to this course. One of the participants highlighted the 

importance of the course with the following excerpt: “I am good at technology, but I have 

never realized that I definitely needed this course until I took it this semester” (P10, 

Reflection paper). Likewise, one of the students remarked: 
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Before taking this course, I used applications, social media, or digital 

platforms just for entertainment. I also knew a lot about virtual and 

augmented reality. Now, I can use them more comprehensively for my 

learning and teaching. Technology is no longer just for surfing the 

internet, watching movies, or playing games for me (P28, Reflection 

paper).  

 
Establishing a good relationship with instructors resulted in an engaging, student-

centered, and responsive learning environment. All participants mentioned that instructor 

attitudes and behaviors played a critical role in their motivation and success in the course. 

They also indicated that the course atmosphere was encouraging and pleasant, especially for 

students who had fears about taking a course related to technology. They shared their feelings 

with the following words: 

In this course, we never felt overwhelmed and stressed because our 

instructors were very approachable. We could easily see that they 

enjoyed the course. Their positive attitudes increased learning 

opportunities and increased our awareness (P12, Survey). 

I had serious concerns about this course because I was not interested in 

technology. I thought that it was impossible for me to pass this course. 

However, thanks to our instructors’ kindness and patience, I started to be 

interested in using technology and the course turned into a meeting with 

them rather than a compulsory session for me. I feel more confident, and 

my digital competence has evolved after taking this course from my 

instructors (P7, Survey).  

 

Addressing the interests of students in addition to their needs boosted the efficiency of 

the course. Two of the students stated: 

Our instructors know the things that we are interested in, and it was a 

motivation for us. We could talk about Minecraft, Roblox, and so on. The 

way they taught the course was enjoyable and informative at the same 

time (P32, Survey). 
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It was good to have instructors who were familiar with our interests. They 

designed the course by considering our world, so we came to class 

motivated and excited to learn (P3, Survey).  

 
In addition to feeling comfortable and confident in the class, most of the participants 

mentioned the key role of course design in their engagement with the course as well. Students 

emphasized that the instructors’ effort devoted to teaching and advising contributed to a 

positive course atmosphere and success in learning. Students remarked that the course 

syllabus was successful in terms of enhancing participation and interest in the course. Two 

students wrote about the constructive teaching organization as follows: 

To be honest, I did not have much interest in technology before I took 

this course; however, when I saw our instructors’ effort while delivering 

this informative and entertaining course, I completely changed my 

perspective (P42, Reflection paper).  

 

I benefit from the digital resources they [instructors] are sharing in the 

class. Also, we talk about how to use them to teach English. We discuss 

their efficiency in terms of teaching, and we gain critical thinking skills 

(P57, Reflection paper). 

Student Engagement  

The second overarching theme was student engagement. In education, student 

engagement refers to the curiosity and passion that they have during the course, which 

maximizes achievement and learning outcomes. At the end of the thematic analysis, the 

following three sub-themes were found: high degree of attention, deep learning opportunities, 

and instructors’ facilitation of learning environments. 

For the sub-theme high degree of attention, students reflected their engagement with 

the learning environment by mentioning their willingness to listen attentively and participate 

in class discussions. Also, they highlighted their curiosity towards certain topics. One of the 

students spoke about how she appreciated the learning environment: 

I was very open in expressing myself because the environment was very 

friendly. Because of this, we never stopped being attached to the course 

flow. Personally, I was always looking forward to seeing the next topic 

planned by our instructors. I experienced boredom and being disaffected 
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many times before. So, I can make a comparison. I am sure the rest of the 

class feels the same way (P12, Survey).  

 

Many students commented that creating inspiration was the key element for making 

the learning environments engaging and contributive. According to them, inspiration led to an 

inquisitive and passionate learning atmosphere. One student stated, “we learnt topics that we 

may encounter in our daily lives; that’s why we enjoyed and were curious about the course. 

For example, I continued searching the topics we covered last week after the session” (P58, 

Reflection paper).  

The deep learning opportunities subtheme referred to learning activities through 

experience and reflection. Most of the students remarked that they could practice the course 

content via meaningful assignments. The students also noted that reflecting upon what they 

have already used in their daily lives could help them internalize the course content, for 

example: 

I was familiar with the technology that our instructors offered but I did 

not think about them before. Previously, I was trying to learn a new app 

or website but since I did not use them in-depth, I forgot them gradually. 

I think not just using, but also writing or taking notes about them helped 

us fully comprehend the topics (P16, Survey). 

 
Another sub-theme that has emerged is the instructors’ facilitative role to scaffold 

student engagement. Firstly, it was mentioned that student engagement in a course or subject 

highly depends on the students’ efforts and should be supported by a positive classroom 

atmosphere. The participant, who wrote in the survey that she felt highly interested in the 

course thanks to the positive classroom atmosphere, mentioned during the interview the role 

of student in engagement to the course: 

Your PC is ready for you, your instructors are there to help you. If you 

still say that you do not benefit from this course, it is not realistic. For 

example, whenever our instructors mentioned an application, I 

immediately googled it to check its website and I tried to download it to 

check over later. (P12, Interview). 

According to the participants, instructors’ facilitative behaviors also take part in 

student engagement. Two participants expressed themselves as follows: 
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We always felt our instructors’ support and we were always sure about 

their competence. They facilitate us because of their self-confidence. 

Once you feel the incompetence of your instructor, it is impossible to be 

motivated (P6, Interview). 

 

I was engaged in this course thanks to the activities our instructors chose 

for us. I will benefit from them in the future. Applications and blog 

writing assignments were beneficial (P4, Interview). 

Professional Development 

Professional development is the third overarching theme, and this theme broadly 

refers to a continuing education effort of teachers in the field of teacher education. Teacher 

professional development can take place in several ways: courses, workshops, independent 

research, group-work initiatives, and sometimes even exchanging ideas with a colleague in 

the staff room. In light of these, professional development experiences of pre-service teachers 

emerged during the current study with the following subthemes: generic skills development, 

and better career outcomes.  

Most students commented on the fact that digital literacy, academic writing, and 

information literacy are skills teachers need to learn to broaden their perspectives of life and 

profession in the 21st century. In this regard, students generally remarked that the course at 

this university made contributions to their generic skills. One of the students said: 

My academic writing skill is by far the one improved the most because 

we created our own blog page and shared our weekly learning outcomes 

with our instructors. Because of this, I was very careful while writing my 

blog entries and I paid attention to my grammar mistakes. Day by day, I 

realized that my writing skills improved as I was trying to write like a 

professional (P56, Survey). 

Several students also underlined that they felt digitally competent in terms of seeking, 

analyzing, and producing information. They mentioned that the course helped them acquire 

abilities to find, evaluate and use information when needed: 

I learnt how to create digital and unique materials for my future students. 

In order to do this, we had to do research about the platforms or 
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applications we wanted to use. I found the information, reflected on them, 

then used it to create something new (P27, Reflection paper). 

Professional development leads to better career opportunities in the field of education. 

In this respect, students in the current study believed that the knowledge they acquired during 

the course is transferable to their future classrooms. Also, they indicated that the benefits of 

this course are two-fold for their career. First, they thought that the skills they gained would 

help them find a job. One of the students shared his thoughts in the survey by capitalizing the 

whole word: 

The websites, applications, and plugins that I have learnt in this course 

will have a crucial place in my teaching life. The atmosphere we 

experienced -topics, my peers, instructors, Q&A parts- made this course 

a professional session rather than a simple instruction. So, I feel 

EQUIPPED (P12, Survey). 

Many students also spoke about the changes related to the actions they took and the 

content they produced on the Internet, such as blogs, websites, and teaching materials after 

taking the course. They underlined that they started to take into consideration the latest 

updates related to teaching English and new audiences that emerged after the rise of online 

education while writing blog entries. They felt that they became a member of a digital society 

thanks to the guidance they received from course instructors: 

I learnt how to create digital materials and communicate digitally. I 

believe that this course helped me increase my online presence. We 

achieved this thanks to our blog pages. I am capable of using technology 

effectively and responsibly in educational contexts. I am planning to 

continue updating my blog page and I will add it to my CV while 

applying for a job. Also, I know how to find applications or online 

training for my professional development. Our instructors have not just 

taught them but also showed how to do it every week. (P15, Survey).  

Secondly, most participants foresaw that the skills they gained at the end of the course 

will help them design better lessons for their future students. They also spoke about the value 

of being guided by the course instructors in terms of designing more interactive lessons. One 

of the participants stated: 
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Facilitating collaborative learning and designing innovative lessons 

motivate English language learners. This week we saw how to find topics 

and digital resources to help our students grasp the knowledge easily. We 

saw how to attract our students and have more fun even in grammar 

lessons. I believe that they will help us, especially while teaching writing 

and listening. I gained very good information about how to use effective 

and safe platforms (P4, Reflection paper). 

 

Quality of Interaction 

According to the data analyzed, the quality of the relationships that learners have in 

technology-mediated learning environments is mostly related to the interplay between 

learners and instructors. Within this theme, there were two sub-themes: peer interaction and 

student-instructor interaction. Peer interaction refers to the interaction between and among 

the students. The students indicated that they felt a lack of group work and practice 

opportunities throughout the semester. They said: 

I think we needed group work assignments to practice what we learnt and 

to talk to each other. Group work activities foster collaboration and 

communication. Once we had a video-making assignment and it was a 

chance to practice and communicate with each other. It should be given 

more than once (P6, Survey). 

 

We learnt amazing apps and platforms, but I think it is also very 

important to experience them first-hand. We should be assigned projects 

to try them and discuss them to see how we can use them in the best way 

possible (P28, Survey).  

Additionally, most students mentioned the impact that student-instructor interaction 

had on their learning. Although students thought that the learning environment could have 

been improved through a combination of student-student interaction and project-based 

learning, they continued to underline the support they received from the course instructors 

and the positive atmosphere they experienced in the learning environment. One of the 

students mentioned the importance of establishing a healthy relationship with the faculty: 
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Our instructors are role models because we saw that being self-confident 

and approachable boosts learning. I think the way our instructors behaved 

allowed us to feel safe, passionate about learning, and connected (P9, 

Survey). 

Student Teachers’ Expectations 

Participants also mentioned their expectations of the course. Within this theme, there 

were two sub-themes: the need for being informed about the platforms and the need for 

hands-on practice opportunities. The student teachers highlighted the need to have a way to 

implement course content. One of them said: “We needed practice sessions. Yes, we 

discussed our ideas, we wrote blog entries and reflection papers, but we did not test whether 

we could use them or not” (P6, Interview). 

Participants also put forward that the learning environment can be fully realized if, 

and only if, the course provides students hands-on practice opportunities. They described 

student engagement as a process in which student practice plays a determining role. One 

participant shared his thoughts as follows: 

It was not a big problem to take this course online; however, I and most 

of my classmates think that one part was missed. This is… practice. I am 

sure that I learnt amazing things last semester, but I still have questions 

in my mind whether I will truly implement them in the future. If we did 

this, I would have felt completely engaged (P12, Interview). 

 
There was also an emerging idea that course practices were beneficial but not enough 

for student teachers to use them for instructional purposes; thus, they emphasized the need for 

micro-teaching sessions by saying: “The lesson was delivered online, but it was interactive 

during the semester, but I think we still need face-to-face one or two sessions to do micro-

teachings by using the content we learn” (P4, Interview). 

Discussion 

VLEs have become increasingly important in education, particularly as a result of the 

widespread adoption of distance and online learning (Alves et al., 2023). In this study, the 

participants were a group of pre-service English language teachers who reported having a 

high level of familiarity and competence with computers, internet usage, and openness to new 

digital technologies. However, their level of social network engagement was found to be 
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lower compared to these other areas of digital proficiency. Although none of the participants 

assessed themselves as having an A1 level of digital competence, more than a quarter 

reported having a B1 level of competence. The remaining participants, or 58% of the group, 

stated that their level of digital competency was at least B2. 

The findings of this study are consistent with earlier studies indicating that pre-service 

English language teachers tend to have a high level of digital competence, particularly in 

areas such as computer usage and internet literacy (Haşlaman et al., 2024). This finding is in 

line with those in the context of VLEs, where these skills are considered necessary for 

effective engagement with online course materials and communication with instructors and 

classmates (Thornton, 2016). However, the finding related to the social network engagement 

was lower compared to other domains of digital proficiency among the pre-service teachers 

in this study may indicate that there is room for improvement in terms of using social media 

as a tool for self-learning. In fact, previous research has suggested that pre-service teachers 

tend to have lower levels of social media use compared to other groups of students 

(Calderón-Garrido & Gil-Fernández, 2023). It may be worth considering strategies to 

encourage greater use of social media as a learning tool in VLEs, such as providing training 

or support for using these platforms effectively (Ansari & Khan, 2020). More importantly 

and related to our scope, it is worth noting that the majority of participants in this study 

reported having a B2 or higher level of digital competence according to SELFIE for 

TEACHERS self-assessment tool, aligning with other research findings indicating that pre-

service teachers generally have a high level of digital literacy (Liza & Andriyanti, 2020). It is 

recommended to consider these points when discussing the following discourse. 

This study found that course content plays an important role in providing pre-service 

teachers with opportunities to put theory into practice, while also encouraging students to 

actively engage with the material (Randi, 2004). In accordance with the adapted model of 

Student Learning Process framework provided in the literature review, these opportunities 

enable them to be involved in the learning process (Biggs et al., 1999). It is mentioned 

several times by the participants that course content should aim to increase the level of 

teacher competence in accessing information more rigorously and precisely fast and safe, 

producing learning materials to promote learning in the class, and keeping up with new trends 

in English language teaching. Therefore, taking into consideration students’ needs and 

interests while designing the course content helps course instructors set up beneficial online 

learning environments. Also, it was mentioned by the participants that the course syllabus 
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should include topics that draw student teachers’ attention to different aspects of the use of 

technology in English language teaching. In addition to this, this study found that writing 

reflective pieces and blog entries is one of the practical ways of engaging in theory, 

rethinking it, and sharing experiences with other professionals. Pennington and Richards 

(2016) also argue that such reflective writing in teacher education programs is very 

beneficial. Furthermore, the participants implied that they felt more competent in using 

technology for educational purposes at the end of the course. They also highlighted the 

importance of learning how to integrate technology with language teaching. The tasks 

assigned considerably improved their academic writing, digital literacy, and 21st century 

skills. Developing these skills is crucial as they include critical thinking, creativity, 

collaboration, and communication, which are essential for success in the modern, 

interconnected world. Additionally, such skills were found to be enhanced in technology-

enhanced learning environments, which provide opportunities for interactive and engaging 

learning experiences (Oskoz & Elola, 2014). 

Participants hold the view that maintaining positive relationships with course 

instructors, receiving supportive teaching and academic guidance, and being in a healthy 

learning environment were factors that contributed to student motivation and success in the 

course. Though student motivation can be influenced by factors other than the learning 

environment or the instructor, such as individual student characteristics and prior knowledge 

(Pintrich & Schunk, 2002), a positive learning environment has been found to foster student 

motivation and academic achievement (Ferrer et al., 2022; Sutarni et al., 2021). Student 

success in online courses may depend on more than just the quality of the learning 

environment or the instructor’s teaching style (Vo & Ho, 2024). From a more positive point 

of view, research has shown that a supportive teaching style can lead to increased student 

engagement and learning outcomes (Gage & Berliner, 1988). In addition to those, developing 

good relationships with instructors has been linked to increased student satisfaction and 

retention in online courses (Shelton & Saltsman, 2004).  

According to the participants in the study, the learning environment was perceived as 

professional and helpful, and the skills acquired at the end of the course prepared them for 

using technology in their future classrooms. The participants reported that learning practical 

and student-centered topics would enable them to design engaging lessons for their future 

students. Even those participants who initially felt less competent in using technology 

reported feeling like part of a digital society after completing the course. The positive and 
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understanding attitude of the course instructors towards the learning environment was found 

to enhance student self-confidence, increase student engagement, and facilitate learning, 

according to the participants. Studies have consistently found that a positive and supportive 

learning environment can have a positive impact on engagement, supportive teaching style 

and academic achievement (Gage & Berliner, 1988; Wang & Eccles, 2013). 

Finally, some suggestions were offered by the participants for improving both the 

content and delivery of the course. First, although they appreciated the technology-mediated 

and stress-free learning environment, they still thought that more time and space should be 

devoted to practice in the course syllabus. Especially, the lack of group work activities and 

teaching opportunities led to decreased student-student interaction in the course. Besides, the 

participants were willing to experience technology first-hand, carry out small-scale projects, 

and prepare micro-teaching lessons by utilizing the websites, applications, and plug-ins they 

learnt. 

In this study, the objective was to explore pre-service EFL teachers’ experiences in a 

collaborative synchronous online learning environment. The findings revealed that the 

success of the collaborative online course on Instructional Technologies was closely linked to 

participants’ engagement, interaction with peers and instructors, and professional 

development. While the participants reported overall satisfaction with the course experience, 

including the course content, instructors’ attitudes, and teaching organization, they identified 

the need for practical application of the tools presented during the course. Additionally, the 

participants expressed a high level of engagement due to the challenging nature of the course 

content, which required continuous attention and offered opportunities for deep learning 

through the process of reflection (King, 2011). Although these aspects of instruction are not 

novel, the instructors’ role in facilitating the learning environment was critical in this study. 

The instructors worked in harmony and collaboration, which affected the learning process 

positively and fostered a sense of self-confidence and attentiveness among participants. 

Moreover, the participants acknowledged that acquiring knowledge about emerging 

technologies and engaging in regular reflection would enhance their career prospects. 

 

Conclusion 

The experiences of pre-service EFL teachers in a collaborative, synchronous online 

learning environment are presented in this study. Based on the findings, participants’ 

engagement, interaction, and professional development can all be greatly improved in such an 
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environment. Instructors played a crucial role in creating an optimal learning setting, 

highlighting the significance of the instructors’ interaction with students both within and 

outside of the classroom. Last but not least, the participants’ acknowledgement of the 

importance of emerging technology and reflective practice underscores the possibility of 

introducing these components into other EFL teacher preparation programs. 

Limitations, Implications and Future Research 

The findings may not be applicable to all student language teachers in other 

educational settings or countries owing to the specific context of Turkey. The data collected 

through self-reported measures, such as weekly reflection papers, online surveys, and one-on-

one interviews may be subject to bias or inaccuracies, which could affect the reliability and 

validity of the findings (Tempelaar et al., 2020). 

One delimitation is that the study only includes qualitative data, and does not include 

the instructors’ or other stakeholders’ perspectives. 

 Despite these potential limitations, the findings of this study may offer some valuable 

implications for the impact of collaborative online courses on pre-service English language 

teachers’ engagement, interaction, learning and professional development. 

Future research may further explore the long-term effects of such courses, as well as 

the effectiveness of different instructional approaches and technologies in collaborative 

online learning environments. 
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