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Extended summary

In order to foster collaborative learning as a central feature in the teaching and learning
scenarios based on social-constructivist epistemology (Vygotsky 1978), the teacher needs to be
able to “leave the stage” at times, yet still be aware of what the learners are doing. Purely online
mode of instruction realized through one channel of communication makes this a tall order,
mostly because of the nature of online communication: silences cannot last for too long, so if
the students are reluctant to talk, the teacher risks turning back to the traditional, transmis-
sionist mode of instruction. A combined, at times simultaneous use of several modes of com-
munication can create an environment where students have their own time for small group col-
laboration, allowing the teacher to step back and intervene when needed. The paper presents
one such scenario, created through simultaneous use of LMS Moodle, Google Docs and Zoom
(and Zoom Rooms) for asynchronous and synchronous teaching and learning and the charac-
teristics of learner engagement based on their evaluative reflections following the completion
of the course. Educational psychologists (Dornyei, 2019; Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004)
define engagement as active participation and involvement in certain behaviours. In education-
al settings, this refers to students’ participation and involvement in the activities and tasks. At
its core, the prototypical realization of engagement in the classroom is behavioural participa-
tion. As such, it is connected with higher achievement, self-efficacy and the pursuit of mastery
goals (Christensen, Reschly & Wiley, 2012).
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The investigation focuses on the level of student (dis)engagement in relation to the type
of interaction present in the students’ online learning environment, their previous experience
in blended learning and their overall attitudes toward online classes. Toward this end, a conver-
gent parallel mixed methods study was conducted by means of a 30-item questionnaire, which
was constructed for the purpose of this study. The questionnaire included both Likert-scale
questions, aimed at collecting quantitative data, and open-ended questions, aimed at collecting
qualitative data. The questionnaire invited students’ reflections regarding the tools used for col-
laborative assignments, presentation of learning materials and teacher’ instruction. The quan-
titative segment of the survey included a four-factor solution, validated by means of a Principal
Component Analysis, comprising the behavioural factor of Engagement and attitudinal factors
of Zoom Rooms, Zoom and Google Docs. The respondents were N=75 second and third year
students who attended three online courses (Translation of fiction (T1), scientific (T2) and le-
gal texts (T3)) at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of Novi Sad during the autumn semester
in 2020. The qualitative data were first coded, after which, by means of an inductive approach,
recurring patterns and categories were identified and a set of themes was organized. The quan-
titative data were contrasted by means of a GLM ANOVA, following which a series of step-wise
regressions were conducted in SPSS 25 statistical software.

The qualitative analysis of the respondents’ comments to open questions reveal that on-
line tools are most valued for their interactive and collaborative potential. The respondents spe-
cifically positively comment on the availability of emoticons, chat, screen sharing as interactive
features of Zoom, the possibility of small group collaboration in Zoom Rooms and whole class
collaboration in Google Docs. The most important quantitative results reveal that, although all
students report medium to high levels of online classroom engagement, the most influential
factors in the construction of their engagement are noticeably different depending on whether
they had previous experience with blended learning and if they had positive or negative atti-
tudes to online learning. While those who took part only in online learning and preferred this
mode of instruction form their engagement only on the basis of online collaborative activities
(small group work in Zoom Rooms), the students who took part in both online and blended
learning, favouring this mode of instruction, construct their engagement on the combination
of their attitudes towards both online peer collaboration (in Zoom Rooms) and teacher-front-
ed instruction (Zoom).

The paper offers widely applicable online instructional scenarios and student and teach-
er reflections on the tools that can foster online peer collaboration and greater student engage-
ment in distance, blended or computer-aided teaching and learning.
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