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Abstract: Nowadays the expansion of the Internet and accessibility as well as the
Covid-19 pandemic have resulted in an increase in the demand for online learning
across the globe. The vast development of educational technology in the last few years
has led to the deconstruction of various barriers and challenges that the traditional
approaches were incapable of overcoming.

The question that arises is if we are over-concerned about being “over-
connected”. The answer is contradictory and provoking. It is a contradiction between
the past and the present that is changing our mind and attitude towards information
and communication technologies (ICTs). It is a contradiction between technology
addiction and technology requirements. Research about the influence of ICTs on
children’s cognitive and physical development and the language of the digital age
together with the provided survey among students of English philology, Konstantin
Preslavsky University of Shumen aimed to identify the effectiveness of various online
tools and technologies at any age, the preferred learning methods of students, and
other factors that might influence the teaching—learning process. The study concluded
that technology addiction was replaced by technology requirements. It proved that,
although language itself changes slowly, ICT fosters the process of this change
because technical support is essential in the age of online learning and critical
thinking, and the creativity of students increases with innovative educational methods.
Thus, we must support all types of interaction possibilities and build a sense of
community engagement among online leaners. The underlying problem, therefore, is
not so much technology, but the content and the approach that is applied in the context
of education.

At the end of the article a set of recommendations is given on the
implementation and use of information and communication technology tools in
fostering English language teaching and learning.
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Introduction

Since we live in an age when digital tools have totally transformed the world,
the rise in the use of information and communication technology (ICT) has led
to growing concern about how it affects human brain, body and people’s socio-
emotional, cognitive and physical development. No one can challenge the
necessity of an interdisciplinary approach to both teaching and learning a
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second language, particularly when one considers the complexity and changes
in the human brain and behavior related to digitalization (Muzur 2018).
Language is the key instrument that will encourage competitiveness at a
universal level in order to boost innovative, technological, scientific and
instructive development. The relationships between language, ICT and
interdisciplinarity should be taken into consideration in order to address the
needs of education. All of them together in unity are significant to the demands
of modern society (Suau Jiménez, Pennock Speck 2011) and will dwell on the
challenges of digitalization of education.

Language and ICT are two aspects of second language acquisition in
the 21% century educational set up which support each other, while
interdisciplinarity is the bridge between them. Interdisciplinarity, however, has
to represent a particular state of mind, on the one hand. In order to achieve the
goal, we need to broaden our knowledge. Its relevance in bridging the gap
between language and technology, on the other hand, has to be stressed,
especially when dealing with complex phenomena related to challenges of
contemporary education.

Second language teaching and learning in the digital age is a
contemporary approach to education. It is practice-driven in a digitally
mediated discourse through a variety of digital platforms, in and beyond the
classroom. The present study aims to find the changes in second language
instruction and learners’ attitude to the new media, the role of the second
language in the digital era and second language practices in online
communities.

The question that arises immediately is: What is the impact of
information and communication technology on modern society?
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Young children

It is obvious that we are more connected than ever before. A lot of children
have access to technology even before they learn to walk and talk, and
preschoolers become familiar with digital devices even before they are
exposed to books. For this reason, the general opinion is that information and
communication technologies damage children’s cognitive and physical
development from a very young age (Barr and Linebarger 2017; Fidler et al.
2010). Since infants younger than the age of two do not learn well from digital
media because, at that age, they have limited understanding of what they see
and hear on the screen, their screen time should be limited and the media usage
should be governed by parental decisions about the child’s health. The term
“technoference” describes the negative effect of technology on interpersonal
interactions and children’s disability to regulate their attention or emotions
(McDaniel & Radesky 2017).

Research by Kirkorian and his colleagues (2009) on the impact of
background television on parent-child interaction revealed a decrease of
parent-child interactional quality when they are exposed to TV. Parents are
believed to be slower to respond in a more passive manner (Kirkorian et al.
2009). Other researchers associate exposure to background TV with a negative
effect on children’s language development, as well as their cognitive
development and executive functioning skills (Barr et al. 2010).

In a similar way, the study provided by Adamson and Frich (2003)
condemns parental mobile phone usage. In the authors’ opinion, when using
their phones, their faces are still, thus, children respond in an apathetic and
indifferent manner.

In contrast, however, exposure to educational television programs is
considered to have better cognitive results. For this reason, the content and
context of early childhood media exposure are to be considered (Barr &
Linebarger 2017).

Further investigation (Barr 2019; Barr et al. 2010; Kirkorian 2018)
revealed that children enjoy learning from digital media when the content is
age appropriate and consistent with the knowledge that is required. The fact
that it is interactive makes it attractive and entertaining, too. For instance,
studying 2-year-olds, Kirkorin et al. (2016) found out that those who were
engaged with interactive videos on touchscreen tablets increased their word
learning as compared to their peers who did not use the technology (Kirkorian
et al. 2016).

Technology also helps communication and builds family relationships
(McClure and Barr 2017). But if children are constantly exposed to digital
media during the preschool years, there is a great risk of having problems with
their attention span and emotional control. Children’s brains may adapt to
visual stimulation and have little need for imagination.
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Nowadays digital technologies provide a great opportunity for
communication and learning. The use of appropriate technological processes
and access to useful resources facilitate learning. Guerrero (2019) studied
both clinical and educational implications of the availability of evidence-
based screening tools for identifying children with dyslexia with the help
of mobile apps which were properly adapted according to the
developmental characteristics of children. After evaluating seven pre-
reading predictors of later reading success, he concluded that a mobile
screener has the potential to identify children with a risk for future reading
problems (Guerrero 2019).

In relation to the impact of early media exposure on children’s socio-
cognitive development, researchers (Lauricellla, Blackwell and Wartella)
demonstrated that young children enjoy and learn better from well-designed
media when they interact with others (Lauricella et al. 2017). That is another
reason the current study does not stick to any utter assumptions in relation to
the adoption of digital devices.

Heydon and Du (2019) also support the process of digitalization.
They studied the way digital tools could be integrated in an
intergenerational art programme and tried to contextualize literature to
develop literacy skills and ethnography.

Furthermore, Dore et al. (2019) describe their experience studying
children’s e-book reading. Although they note the value of the existing
literature, they express their view that e-books have great potential for
language development and collaboration. Some of the conclusions they
came to are that “research needs to keep up with the rapidly changing pace
of technology” and highlighted “the challenge of creating generalizable
findings, given the many types of e-book features available” (Dore et al.
2019). They focused on the need for innovative methods for fostering
language acquisition and expressing emotions during interaction.

Other researchers in the field (Mangen et al. 2019) discussed the role
of narratives and storytelling in children’s language development. They
showed that interaction with children could be promoted and
comprehension could be facilitated while reading books as well as how
culture is introduced in texts focusing on the physical and cognitive
development of children. They consider the need for interdisciplinary
approaches to incorporate technologies in literacy and reading.

Media sources are a challenging opportunity to make learning
experiences more meaningful (Lee 2019). Still, in the past, language was
seen as a cognitive behavior and the Behaviourist theory explains language
acquisition through association, imitation and reinforcement. The use of ICTs
fit into this theory in that ICT tools provide an avenue for the principles of
conditioning and foster second language acquisition.
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The language of the digital age

The use of ICTs, which led to social distancing, limited interpersonal
interaction, and changed teenagers’ language in communication, has increased
in the past decade. The changes in verbal and non-verbal means of
communication determined me to study the language of the digital age 4 years
ago. As a philologist, | was interested in various types of abbreviations,
punctuation marks, spelling changes, sometimes even grammatical and
spelling mistakes on the web. “Although ‘language’ was the key word, the one
that changed the direction of my study from its traditional view was ‘digital’”
(Tsvetkova 2018, 1545). The language that was studied was that of technology,
innovation, and rapid growth. The study proved that, although texting is
notorious with its brevity and language itself changes slowly, ICT fosters the
process of this change. It reveals how language could be deconstructed and
then constructed again to convey meaning.

“The Internet is now an integral part of contemporary life”, and, although
people still debate on the scope of the changes it brings, “linguists are
increasingly studying its influence on language” (Barseghyan, 19). A lot of
researchers (see Chapelle and Sauro 2017) discuss the technology-education
interface and cover all aspects of language learning starting from the basic
language skills, going through vocabulary and grammar, and examining
pragmatics and intercultural learning.

Cultural differences result in different use of emoticons. Kavanagh’s
cross-cultural analysis (2010) proved that the frequency of use of emoticons
correlates with the high-low context distinction. Japanese, as a high-context
culture, for example, relies more on emoticons than the USA, a representative
of a low-context culture because of the wide diversity of cultures within
the United States.

Nowadays social media and ICT inevitably remove the use of facial
expressions, gestures, volume, pitch, and intonation of voice. This is where
emoticons step in to make communication easier, more effective, and more
expressive. One’s feelings can be expressed by a single character-sized graphic
only, while onomatopoeia (yap! ha-ha) simulates the sound (Tsvetkova 2018).
Although they come in the contemporary world with the swift rise of
technology, the language has deep evolutionary origins. Making some
connections between literature and texting, it was found that abbreviations,
letter and number homophones, and various symbols were used in poetry
(“Essay to Miss Catherine Jay” by Charles Carroll Bombaugh) as early as the
19" century (Unknown 2011).

Texting poetry is only one way in which the creativity of language and
technique is expressed by contemporary technology. In the world of
prose, the way in which texting allows for the compression of
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expression and the brevity of mood, the use of symbols, and an
attention-grabbing endingare all ways of creating a new human
experience (Rahma Al-Mahrooqi 2014, 4).

Online abbreviations like LOL and OMG also predate technology and
the expansion of the Internet (see Oxford English Dictionary). Since they are
part of the official English language, these acronyms have been included in
The Oxford English Dictionary Online since March 2011.

Language emerges, changes, and continues to evolve in contexts of use
(Tsvetkova 2018). Consequently, new technology is advancing learning and
interpersonal interaction. The possibilities of the Internet and the mobile
revolution just revived the language of the past and brought a swift rise of
texting as a medium of communication.

This argument is supported by the British linguist David Crystal (2008)
in his book Txtng: The Gr8 Db8, “The main effect of the Internet on language
has been to increase the expressive richness of language, providing the
language with a new set of communicative dimensions that haven’t existed in
the past.”

In his book Internet linguistics, David Crystal (2011) addresses online
linguistic issues and discusses the use of the medium from various
perspectives.

Practices and forms of enquiry into technology and its incorporation in
online language teaching and learning are on focus in contemporary research,
(White 2017) as well as tools, technologies and the learning environment that
have been influential in the process.

Given this background, technology will continue to evolve and it will
alter communication. Why is our speech adapting and evolving to incorporate
these textual shapes and forms? The answer is short and it is ‘Necessity’.
Texting gives us the opportunity to write the way we talk (Tsvetkova 2018).

Nowadays, the expansion of the Internet and accessibility as well as the
Covid-19 pandemic have resulted in an increase in the demand for online
learning across the globe. The swift development of technology that is
incorporated in education has led to the deconstruction of various barriers and
challenges that the traditional approaches were incapable of overcoming.

Among numerous barriers contradicting digitalization within society,
George Foster (1962) noticed changes in human motor paradigms. In the recent
past, Muzur (2018) is the reasercher who poses the question if we have reached
the biological limits of our own speed of information development.

The present opens a debate if we are over-concerned about being over-
connected.
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The retrospective on technology in language learning confirms that
technology addiction was replaced by technology requirements — those for
teachers and learners, those of one’s job or just for a safety issue.

The contradiction

And here comes the contradiction. A contradiction between the past and the
present that is changing our mind and attitude towards ICTs. A contradiction
between technology addiction and technology requirements because “If we
teach today’s students as we taught yesterday’s, we rob them of tomorrow”
(John Dewey, a philosopher, psychologist and education reformer).

In the context of instructional research, Guerra and Mellado (2017) observe
that implementing ICTs in the educational context is a challenge. In their opinion,
the “system must be theoretically motivated and designed to tackle specific
cognitive skills (e.g., interference making) supporting a given cognitive task (e.g.,
reading comprehension), and must be able to identify and adapt to the user’s
profile.”

In the shift from learning in the classroom to online learning, information
and communication technology has redesigned the notion of learning. The
challenges and opportunities it brought scared both learners and facilitators in
the beginning. We all had to accept the idea that teaching and learning at home
with the help of ICT is a continuum of the traditional second language
acquisition, but it just has diverse and overlapping views of knowledge,
teaching and learning.

The implementation of ICTs in online teaching and learning definitely
brings flexibility in the learning process. A key issue to successful online
learning, however, is the interdisciplinary approach we apply in combination
with competences and knowledge about how to use digital learning methods.

Since there’s no direct contact with the educator and it is the ICT that
has significant impact on learners’ experience and advancement, learners
should develop social qualities, skills and competencies such as self-study, the
ability to plan and organize their study, time management, the ability to solve
problems and take responsibility under pressure, as well as be creative have
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initiative. The attitude of the educator towards e-learning, on the other hand,
can also be a barrier depending on their technological knowledge and that of
the learners.

The survey

The need for a survey on effective online learning appeared as a result of the
pandemic and the accompanying social restrictions, which were supposed to
change the way our brain functions. During the process of teaching, various
methods have been sought and implemented with different degrees of success.
The survey aimed to carry out an assessment of the level of applicability and
effectiveness of the use of ICT tools in facilitating the teaching and learning of
a second language. The survey touched upon online learning both from a
methodological and a psychological perspective. Since the growing misuse of
language is often attributed to invasion of technology, the survey investigated
how L2 learners draw on their L2 linguistic resources with the help of
technology. It looked at how changing digital practices impact the way a
second language is acquired. Contrary to this notion, technology was
hypothesized to promote greater language learning success because it
correlates language with identity. For the purpose of the survey, a
questionnaire was designed and distributed among students of English
philology, Konstantin Preslavsky University of Shumen.

The students’ questionnaire aimed to identify the effectiveness of various
online tools and technologies. Thus, the questions explored the preferred
learning methods of students and the factors that influence the teaching—
learning process. The students were asked if online learning improved their
performance, whether or not they enjoyed being taught online and which
methods engaged them personally to learn digitally, whether they were
encouraged to do research using ICT as well as if ICTs made lessons enjoyable
and more comprehensible. Last but not least, they were asked about the
difficulties they faced in learning a second language using ICTs.

In this way, the survey focused on the linguistic as well as social
practices and attempted to ascertain whether or not online teaching satisfies the
criteria for learning and virtual ‘community’; The term ‘community’ in the
study is used to refer to the active participants in online spaces. The parameters
were based on different types of learners, advantages, and obstacles to online
learning. Questions 1-3 were asked to find out the effectiveness of the medium
used for teaching and learning. The next set of questions 4-5 were used to
determine the learning style of the student. Questions 6-9 were aimed at
identifying the factors that influence effective online learning.

Results of the survey
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Being asked to evaluate their overall experience regarding online education,
the students responded it was either ‘Average’ (50 %) or ‘Excellent’ (50 %).
None of the students answered it was ‘Poor’. This leads to the conclusion that
half of the learners appreciate and enjoy the opportunities that online leaning
offers while the rest of the learners tend to accept them.

0 Overall experience
—\_‘_‘_\_‘———-___\___‘_*_

B Poor M Average M Excellent

Figure 1. Overall experience

From the above figure (Figure 1), it is evident that students have a very
high interest in online learning. This is exemplified by 100 % of the
participants in the survey.

Depending on the individual’s personality, students may like to learn in
an interactive environment in the classroom or alone at home. More than half
of the students (58 %) said that online learning was ‘Very effective’ for them.
There was a decline in the effectiveness of online learning assessment, from
58 % to its minimum value of 17 %. 3 year students found online learning
more effective compared to 1% and 2" year students.
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Effectiveness of online learning

B Not effective M Slightly effective  m Very effective

Figure 2. Effectiveness of online learning

Sharing their experience with online learning, the majority of students
(75 %) said that they learned at their own pace comfortably. Other students (15
%) were distracted by various activities at home. These were mainly 1% year
students. 10 % of the students found that the situational challenges were not
suitable for them. The analysis shows that the choice of medium, the
environment, the way we show our skills and the methods we use to meet
learners’ needs as well as our own beliefs communicate a metamessage and
create this overall impression.
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Personal experience

B Learning at their own pace
| Situational challenges are not suitable

Distracted with various activities at home

Figure 3. Personal experience

The difficulties that both learners and educators faced in using ICT in the
process of second language teaching and learning consisted in insufficient
level of computer literacy, slow Internet connection, unavailability of
computers and difficulty in reading on phone screens. The students also
complained of problems with downloading documents. These difficulties were
obvious since students were not taught using ICTs in class to improve their
technology skills.

Being asked about their most preferred method for clarifying doubts in
online learning, 50 % of the students preferred asking the lecturer during an
online lecture to going through online materials providing additional
explanation (42 % - mainly 3" year students).

Which of the methods engage them personally to learn digitally and fill
knowledge gaps? 66 % of the learners pointed to ‘Individual assignment’. The
usefulness score dropped significantly in the case of ‘Digital collaboration’ to
work on a specific task (Pair or group work, 17 %) and ‘Project-based learning’
(17 % as well). It can be assumed that, as an interactive and collaborative
medium, ICT gives students the opportunity to easily share knowledge and
experience as well as learning practices.
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Learning styles

Project-based learning G—_—_—_—17%

Digital collaboration e=—"17%

Individual assignment I 66%

Post the guery in a discussion forum 0%

Online materials, additional explanation s ————— 50

Ask the lecturer during the online lecture ——— 507}
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%  70%

= Methods that engaged them personally to learn digitally

m Methods for clearing doubts

Figure 4. Learning styles

In seeking help, more than half of the students (67 % - mainly 3™ year
students) found their teachers ‘Very helpful’ during the online classes, while
33 % answered they were “Slightly helpful’.

Face-to-face communication was ‘Not important” for 75 % of the
students; 25 % insisted on face-to-face communication. The results confirm
the assumption that Internet addiction increased during the COVID-19
pandemic (Nascimento et al. 2021).

Analysing the shortcomings of the traditional second language
classroom, online classes were more effective because they provided PPTs in
front of every student (83 %), while the rest of them (17 %) could hear the
lecture clearly. If students missed any online classes, bad Internet connection,
iliness, or an appointment were the reasons (see difficulties below). The results
are controversial given our initial attitude towards online teaching and
learning.
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Factors to effective online learning
83%

90% g
o oo 75%
70%
60%
50%
o 33%
30% 17%
20%
10% 0% I
0%
Not helpful ~ Slightly Very helpful Not Very PPTsare Sscan hear
at all helpful important important availble in the lecture
front of clearly
every
student

B How helpful are the lecturers?
How important is face-to-face communication?

Factors for effective learning

Figure 5. Factors to effective online learning

Giving learners little control over what and how to learn, the teacher-
controlled classrooms force learners into a particular kind of L2 discourse and
allow them little room to negotiate social identity position. The study proved
that:

e Technical support is essential in the age of online learning.

e Critical thinking and creativity of students increase with innovative
educational methods.

Conclusion

“Time doesn’t pass, it continues” (Marty Rubin), and situations change, and
we must adapt to these changes as soon as possible. Thus, we must support all
types of interaction possibilities and build a sense of community engagement
among online leaners. Using ICT in online learning can help in crossing
boundaries of space and time for lifelong learning, because it has new, inviting,
promising and diversified possibilities.

Thus, the problem is not so much technology, but the use of an
appropriate approach. ICT creates opportunities for learners to access
education and increase learning quality, and we, as educators, have to respond
to the challenges of the globalized world. “The whole purpose of education is
to turn mirrors into windows” (Harris 2017) and it is our task to let learners
look through them because the integration of ICT will improve efficiency and
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effectiveness of learning and enhance the quality of understanding and mastery
of the second language. The findings imply that Information and
Communication Technology Assisted Learning is useful for developing
English language skills and knowledge, and has come to be a solution to
academic problems; therefore, it needs to be fully implemented as far as the
teaching and learning of a second language are concerned.

Recommendations
Since education is a two-way process, educators as facilitators should include
ICT in order to diversify teaching. This will ease their work, deal with
difficulties and foster second language acquisition.

Learners, on the other hand, should embrace the challenges of new
technology and take responsibility for the student-centered model of the
learning process.
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