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Introduction 

     A persistent challenge has faced tutor trainers and tutors at my adult learner institution since 
the inception of communicative online teaching in the mid 90s. Language tutors who were very 
experienced at teaching languages in face-to-face tutorials were at that point invited to forge new 
skills in order to teach using real-time communication software for group work. Technical 
training provided by the institution soon proved insufficient, as even experienced teachers could 
not straightforwardly transfer their competencies to an online environment. More tools were 
developed to take account of the requirements of their discipline, such as web-based toolkits and 
guides to good practice, which fulfilled the basic needs of many (more than a hundred language 
tutors trained with these tools in the first decade and a half of our online operation) but left others 
unsatisfied and seeking further development (Lewis, 2006).  Meanwhile, in research of a more 
generic kind, Peraya and Viens (2005) encapsulated the nature of the desired new competencies 
with the coinage ‘technopedagogical’, and argued against simplistic reliance on training guides, 
as “these often interminable lists say more about the culture’s objects than about the culture itself 
as a vital element of intervention” (p.7). Technopedagogical development, they proposed, was 
cultural and depended on how individual variables, such as values, fears, motives and 
‘representations’ (or perceptions) and structural variables, such as functions and roles, came 
together to form the culture of educators and educational managers. In 2007, I was able to put 
some flesh on these abstractions, as I took the opportunity to turn a commission from a Latin-
American university wishing to upskill its language teachers, into a practical and theoretical 
investigation into the nature of change in teacher education. 

 

Sociopolitical background 

     In a historical account of educational policy in Latin America, Schugurensky and Davidson-
Harden (2003) explain the situation in today’s Argentina by going back to the ‘Córdoba reform’, 
fought for by students of the Universidad de Córdoba in 1918, which saw the instigation of 
tuition-free education. Thereafter a dual public-private system has flourished and by 2004 
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according to INDEC, the National Institute for Statistics and Census, 78.8% of Argentinean 
students were enrolled in public universities in 2004 against 22.2% in the private sector.  

     Distance learning and ICT have different roles to play in each part of this divided landscape. 
In the public sector, which is committed to charging no fees, the development of distance 
education services represents a huge financial commitment which institutions have trouble 
meeting. Nevertheless the government of Argentina became active in pushing ICT in 1995, when 
it set up the management system ‘University Interconnection Network’ to offer national and 
international connectivity, as well as training courses. This took a long time to disseminate, as it 
was viewed with suspicion by end-users whose trust in government was always fragile, and was 
particularly was badly shaken by the 2001 economic disaster. Now however, according to 
Finquelevic (2003),  

“[t]he Ministry of Culture and Education, through the Secretariat of University Policies 
(SPU) has encouraged the implementation of a national infrastructure, on which was built 
the larger academia network in the country: 33 National Universities are connected to this 
network, which provides them national and international connectivity” (2003: section III 
E para.8).  

However in two national conferences held in 2005 and 2006 speakers stressed obstacles:  
slow recognition and insufficient reward for teachers participating in technology-mediated 
activity and difficulty in justifying the time taken (Bianco, 2005; Acuña, Lucero, Marilef & 
Plaza, 2006). 

     Meanwhile private digital networks have also started operating in Argentina’s higher 
education sector, making the overall picture harder to capture. Clearly, private sector 
developments are more efficient because backed “by big companies and their foundations, both 
local (Noble Foundation; Argentine Banks Association) and multinational (Microsoft Argentina; 
Coca Cola; Santillana; Fundación Telefónica, etc” (Pini & Gorostiaga, 2008, p. 439) but such 
organizations favor market-led practices which demands that their teaching staff accept a 
productivity-driven working environment and deliver evaluation-driven curricula.  

     Overall, then, the early 2000s were a period of great change in the expectations placed on 
higher education teachers in Argentina for the development of e-learning but the political context 
is very difficult for teachers in each sector and for the many for cumulate jobs and belong to 
both. 

 

Institutional background – the University of Córdoba Faculty of Languages 

     This study was conducted in conjunction with the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba (UNC), 
700 km north of Buenos Aires, which enjoys a very good national reputation as far as the 
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teaching of languages is concerned. Students follow undergraduate programs, without fees. 
Master’s and PhD programs are also available but postgraduate students are self-financed. 
Among these are a Master’s program in English with a focus on Literature or on Applied 
Linguistics, a Master’s in Translation Studies , a PhD in language sciences and a specialization 
in Translation Studies. Some of these courses are of interest to teachers as part of their ongoing 
credit-bearing professional development, and accumulation of credits can be used towards 
improvement in job conditions. Among the positive factors are the levels of equipment 
(exceptionally good for Argentina: one computer room with 20 PCs and 25 classrooms with 
various technological resources, although no way, at the time of the study, of involving the 
interactive oral skills). However, among the concerns are what academics perceive as 
administrative lack of vision, and insufficient recognition of teachers’ efforts. A department for 
distance education in languages has been created, in response to which 2007 saw the launch of a 
CPD course on the use of educational platforms (Moodle and E-ducativa) for teaching languages, 
followed in 2008 by a course for on-line tutors (roles, tasks, and  challenges). In 2009 teachers 
were offered workshops on how to use Internet resources and technology in their classes: on 
virtual environments and on the design of activities for virtual environments. Plans for further 
workshops on the construction and design of conceptual maps and on the production and editing 
of audiovisual resources had also been made, but had to be abandoned due to staffing problems. 

     The online course discussed in this chapter took place in 2007, in this context of fast change, 
using the platform E-ducativa, which provided asynchronous and synchronous text-based tools, 
supplemented by the use of Skype for synchronous oral communication in small groups. The 
participants were sixteen in-service teachers (thirteen teachers of English and three teachers of 
French). They had little experience of using IT for teaching although some were fluent and keen 
text chat users in their private lives. All were female native speakers of Spanish, aged between 
30 and 60, recruited for the course across the country’s public and private universities, and some 
cumulated their university post and posts in public or private high schools. Henceforth I refer to 
them as ‘trainees’. 

 

An evolving brief 

     The UNC initially asked me to design and teach a 20-hour qualifying course to ‘raise 
awareness of ICT’ among language teachers. As trainees would get no release from their full-
time jobs and as UNC could only offer to fund me for a short visit from Europe, it was agreed 
that the course would be offered in blended mode, starting with a 5-week online phase facilitated 
by me at a distance, followed by a visit to UNC during which I would run a two-day face-to-face 
workshop, concluding with a second distance online phase (taking place over 2 weeks). This 
pragmatic decision was also in keeping with the core topic of the course, which was ‘teaching 
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online’. Hence my design would be based on experiential learning, backed by reflection and 
collaborative small-group work.  

     As preparation progressed, it gradually became clear, through successive Skype briefings with 
staff managers at UNC, that behind the request for awareness-raising lay another concern for me 
to address in the design of the course. South American language teachers, according to the brief, 
tended to have limited involvement with ‘communicative’ methods, being themselves the 
product of a transmissive education system. Research agreed with this perception: Celani and 
Collins (2005) studied critical thinking within interactions in an online course for Brazilian 
trainee teachers and found that communication overwhelmingly took the form of trainee 
questions addressed to their tutor, with no peer discussion or resolution of issues raised. The 
authors concluded that  

[these trainees’] histories, both personal and educational, do not offer much room for 
reflection [...] Their previous background is one of received knowledge as something 
complete, unquestionable, to be transmitted as it was received. (p. 43) 

Keller, Lindh, Hrastinski, Casanovas and Fernandez (2009) also found that 110 technology 
teachers at the Universidad Nacional de Tecnologia (with headquarters in Buenos Aires but 
operating country-wide):  

primarily accept and use the features of learning that influences their traditional roles 
the least, as the transition to a new role might be too challenging. (p. 67) 

Thus the integration of communicative practice into the repertoire of my trainees now became an 
important objective, which could be accommodated, alongside the more technological one, 
within the experiential collaborative model that I had in mind. 

 

Course design in response to the brief 

     Experiential learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2005) relies on engagement in a cycle of experiencing, 
reflecting, conceptualizing, testing and so on iteratively. This cycle was chosen as the basis for 
the course pedagogy for two reasons, one practical and one principled. Firstly, it is relatively 
undemanding in terms of time spent reading materials, as it relies instead on the learner 
reflecting on events that are happening to her during the course contact hours. This answered the 
practical issue of the trainees’ limited time, and their unavailability for absorption of large 
volumes of content. Secondly, I decided to ground the cycle in the trainees’ collective 
experience, as this pedagogical design was best adapted to the specific course context: the 
trainees were members of a shared culture as teachers in the Argentine higher education system, 
whilst the tutor was not. It was therefore important that the trainees’ own perceptions, rather than 
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the teacher’s ‘knowledge’, be encouraged to emerge and become the material with which the 
participants would work.   

     To maximize the trainees’ exposure to communication online as part of their experiential 
learning, the course contained peer-to-peer (tutorless) and group-to-tutor interactive tasks at 
every stage, and several of the assignments including the final one reflected this. Among the 
marking criteria sent to the students, was the stipulation that  

[a]nswers should take into account the collective work of the group (the individual’s 
answers, taken over the duration of the course, should contain at least two references to 
the work of the group). 

     To ensure that reflection on communicative experiences took place, individual e-readings 
(including website browsing and analysis) were prescribed at regular intervals and reported on in 
assignments. Along with the course forum, the most important instrument in the training was the 
trainee’s ‘e-portfolio’. Each trainee collected her reports and assignments in an e-portfolio, in 
this case a Word file, where the tutor also recorded her feedback and marks. The e-portfolio’s 
contents were thus added to as the course progressed, shuttling back and forth between the tutor 
and the trainee. As some of the assignments were reports of peer-to-peer group conversations via 
E-ducativa’s chat facility or via Skype, to be used as objects of study and analysis, the 
assignment’s author was not the only person with an interest in seeing the tutor’s comments: all 
the peers involved in the original conversation could be assumed to wish to see the feedback as 
well. For this reason, trainees were encouraged – but not compelled - to upload their portfolios to 
a shared area for ‘mutualization’ of feedback. At the end of the course, with the trainees’ prior 
agreement, the tutor ‘mutualized’ the trainees’ perceptions by posting a report that included 
integral reproduction of their final essays. This assessment strategy was designed to ensure that 
the course pedagogy (socio-collaborative, with individual and shared reflection) was supported 
by the way that trainees were assessed, in conformity with Knight’s (1995) and Thorpe’s (2000) 
findings on assessment design.  

     All activities were conducted in the trainees’ professional languages (English for the teachers 
of EFL, French for the others) and course materials were collected or created in each language. 
Two of the trainees were able to take advantage of both collections. 

 

Research questions 

     The research objective was to determine whether the experiential learning design of the 
course, framed as it was within a collaborative process, provided support for the transformation 
of the professional practices of established teachers. The research questions were aimed at 
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identifying the obstacles to such transformation. Three types of obstacles were hypothesized. 
Were there 

• technical/developmental obstacles: what role might the under-                                       
provision or unreliability of ICT in Argentina play in hindering transformation?  

• political obstacles: how did institutional constraints affect the potential for transformation? 

• ideological obstacles: what was the impact of the trainees’ own educational cultures on their 
approach to transformation? 

 

Research methodology 

     The chosen research methodology prioritized the use of the learners’ own words and 
discourse as reflected in their productions. The corpus was collected from the trainees’ e-
portfolios, where, as explained above, they told the story of their collective and individual 
experiences on the course and incorporated transcripts from their group conversations. The final 
assignment was also a synoptic piece, in which personal evaluation was part of the task. Its 
instructions read as follows: 

This is a synoptic assignment, i.e. it goes back over the whole of your course experience, 
to help you reflect on it. You must revisit your Portfolio and the Readings and resources 
that you studied. Write an essay (1500 words minimum) answering the question: “If I 
was designing a short online course for familiarizing face-to-face language teachers with 
distance teaching, what would I do differently from the course that I have just studied, 
what would I imitate from it, and why?” You are invited to constructively critique the 
course. You must back up your positive or critical arguments with examples taken from 
your own experience or from your readings.  

     This part of the assessment strategy had a double rationale. As well as the aim of matching 
the assessment closely to the learning mode experienced by the trainers, requiring students to 
write this report for marks lowered the risk of drop-out, consequently ensuring a fuller set of 
research data as well as better completion rates (in the event, no drop-out was observed). An 
inherent danger in this strategy was that some trainees might build in a favorable bias to please 
their tutor. To address this, course design took into account research on the use of reflection in 
assessment by adult learners, documented by Anson (1994), MacDonald (2003) and Thorpe 
(2000), who had not found that bias was among the weaknesses of such an approach, although 
insufficient scaffolding by markers were. For example Thorpe reports that when asking “Which 
part(s) of questions 1 to 3 did you find difficult to answer and which did you find easier? Why do 
you think that was?”(p. 82) a wide range of unpredictable responses were offered, which tutors 
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did not at first know how to mark, until they had had a chance to discuss with course designers 
ways to handle reflective assignments and the element of subjectivity inherent in them. In the 
current course, scaffolding was achieved through providing example trainee answers and model 
marker feedback responses. 

 

Two types of semantic analyses 

     Two complementary forms of semantic treatment were applied to the data: an automatic 
analysis of the whole corpus using Tropes (a piece of semantic analysis software developed by 
French researchers, now commercialised by Acetic/Semantic-Knowledge) and a manual scrutiny 
of a sub-corpus using the Appraisal method of discourse analysis. These choices are now 
explained in greater detail. 

     The choice of the Tropes discourse analysis software was determined by the need to use an 
existing high-performance language semantic analysis program built to handle French or English 
data with equal ease, an important feature as trainee data comprised texts in each of these 
languages. At the time of this project, Tropes operated in these two languages (to which, by the 
time of writing, Spanish and Portuguese have been added.) Its search engine automatically 
identifies the key themes structuring texts. Under Tropes, each significant word is part of a 
semantic chain. For instance, a query on the word ‘election’ will retrieve sentences from 
documents containing the closely-related words ‘campaigning’, ‘ballot’ and ‘vote’. Unlike a 
concordancing program, Tropes does not need an item to be physically manifested in the data. 
Instead it relies on underlying semantic principles, so in the case of the words above, it assigns 
them to a super-ordinate category ‘Politics’, even though the lexical item ‘politics’ may not 
explicitly appear in the corpus. To help Tropes to highlight the themes in a corpus of texts, the 
software can draw on 20,000 semantic sub-categories and assign them to super-ordinate 
categories, such as ‘Politics’. (The initial letter of each category name is capitalized in the rest of 
this chapter, to distinguish a category from its corresponding lexical item). Tropes can return 
both frequency and ‘relational’ results (i.e. showing which semantic categories ‘relate’ most 
strongly to which others).  

     However, two limiting factors soon became apparent: (1) in Tropes, words are classified 
according to their most frequent meaning, not their contextualized uses, for example the word 
‘target’ would be automatically identified as belonging to the category ‘Military, but not to the 
category ‘Language’; (2) Tropes’ dependency on frequency does not suit it to the analysis of 
themes that may be realized through few linguistic resources with little redundancy across the 
texts,  yet may be supported by rhetorical strength, such as an emotional metaphor or an appeal 
to the reader for empathy. Conversely, categories too closely fitting the main purpose of the texts 
are over-represented and yield results that are too ubiquitous to provide a basis for useful 
insights. In the present case this applies to the category ‘Education’, which came top of the 
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categories rankings in the analysis and will be left out of the discussion below. All these 
conditions made it necessary to carry out additional analyses of the data, further to the automatic 
Tropes report. Firstly, the concern was with adjusting Tropes’ quantitative findings in order to 
take contextualized meanings into account. To this purpose an additional reading was carried out 
using some of the software’s tools to re-interpret some of the results. I am calling this a ‘semi-
automated’ reading, since it relied on taking in information returned by the software, re-reading 
the full texts to assess possible distortions due to the software’s bias against contextual 
meanings, then running further edited automatic searches accordingly. Secondly, a fully manual 
analysis was needed, in which the focus would be on close reading of the source data in order to 
detect themes that were not well-handled by the software yet were cultural representations 
rhetorically presented by the trainees as important to them or to their audience. The analytical 
framework chosen for this purpose was Appraisal analysis, a form of discourse analysis seeking 
to identify evaluative meanings, which grew out of Systemic Functional Linguistics. Appraisal 
analysis has “arisen through extensive research into the nature of evaluative meaning” (Coffin & 
O’Halloran, 2006, p. 83) and it has been used successfully with different types of small-scale 
corpora (Bednarek, 2009). The way it was operationalized in this study will be explained shortly. 

 

Automatic analysis and discussion 

     The corpus, made up of the complete set of final assignments, comprised 24,000 words. In 
examining the 10 most strongly represented categories as reported by Tropes, it is seen (Table 1) 
that the frequency rankings can be grouped into five bands: Band I contains the only category 
with more than 1000 words assigned to it; Band II holds the only category with more than 500 
words assigned to it; Band III has within it three categories with around 300 words assigned to 
each of them; Band IV has between 100 and 150 words assigned to each of its two categories; 
finally Band V contains categories with a small number of words assigned to them, between 15 
and 30.   
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[Insert Table 1 here] 

     Leaving aside the category ‘Education’, in the top band, as advised earlier, I will comment on 
the four next bands in decreasing order of frequency.  

     ‘Communication’ is the only category in the second band. The words that have been flagged 
by Tropes as explicitly mentioned in the source data are ‘communication’ (as a lexical item), 
‘debate’, ‘chat’ and ‘discussion’, ‘debate’, ‘conversation’, ‘greeting’. Related themes include 
‘Planning’, Interaction’, ‘Social Group’. Extracted contexts (one of the facilities offered by this 
software) show contextual associations within the semantic category ‘Communication’ to be 
dynamic and human-centered, rather than technical, for example : ‘understanding by real true 
communication’, ‘sustaining communication’, ‘when communication gets disrupted, students 
have to interact again’, ‘communication is sought at all costs’, ‘to profit from the flow of 
communication on the spur of the moment’, ‘interacting with real live native speaker in real life 
communication situations’, ‘new modes of teaching including the simplest Internet 
communication media like the e-mail and audio/videoconferencing’. 

Celani and Collins (2005) revealed that their participants’ interpretation of the meaning of 
‘communication’ was not collaborative but instead was reduced to information elicitation. In this 
connection it is worth noting that nothing in the automatic or in the semi-automatic reading of 
the UNC corpus indicates a relationship between ‘Communication’ and ‘Information’. 

     In the third band the theme with top frequency is ‘Social group’. Words explicitly mentioned 
in the texts include ‘community’, ‘forum’, ‘cooperative’, ‘cooperation’, ‘collaborative’, 
‘collaboration’, ‘support’ and ‘team’. In this corpus, the category ‘Social Group’, also has strong 
relations with the categories ‘Communication’, ‘Organization’ and ‘Feeling’.  

     An also-ran item in Band III is ‘Language’, a semantic category that can therefore be assumed 
to be almost as representative of the trainees’ preoccupations as is ‘Social Group’. In fact, given 
that these trainees were all language teachers, it was perhaps a little unexpected that ‘Language’ 
did not appear higher up in the rankings. Almost equally important to them was the theme of 
‘Time’, although in this case a semi-automated reading of the corpus revealed that the trainees 
discussed two different topics (a) real-time online teaching, and (b) demands made by the 
training on their time - thus muddying the content of the category and diminishing its usefulness 
for the study.  

     In Band IV, the category ‘Cognition’ (represented by the lexical items ‘mind’, ‘thinking’, 
‘knowing’ and ‘knowledge’) came top of the band by a very small margin over ‘Feeling’, again 
an interesting finding, implying that although these teachers did associate these lexical items 
with learning, they did not give them priority over the communicative dimension of learning, and 
they conceptualized learning as partaking in ‘Cognition’ and ‘Feeling’ equally. The appearance 
of ‘Feeling’ in the top 10 categories warrants a little more scrutiny. Highlighted terms in that 
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category were ‘fear’, ‘anxiety’, ‘empathy’, ‘confidence’, ‘self-esteem’ and ‘success’. Major 
related semantic categories were ‘Education’ and ‘Communication’ and ‘Law’ (the latter as a 
result of a lengthy discussion about a language role-play on criminals and lawyers invented by 
the trainees during the face-to-face workshops), while the category ‘Behavior’ was a much less 
well-represented semantic relation.    

     In the lowest-frequency band in the table, the significance of the categories ‘Environment’, 
‘Europe’ and ‘Technology’ was re-assessed after the semi-automated reading of the results. 
‘Environment’ was on the list because of several occurrences of the phrase ‘virtual 
environments’, and also because of three mentions of ‘supportive environments’. ‘Europe’ 
featured because much mention was made of ‘English’ and of ‘Córdoba’ (identified by the -
European - software as a European city) Finally, the unexpected statistical non-significance of 
the category ‘Technology’, could be explained by the fact that the software only assigned the 
words ‘technology, computer’ and ‘computing’ to that category, ignoring many occurrences of 
‘chat’, which it assigned to the category ‘Communication’ instead.  

     According to the automated and semi-automated readings of the data, it can be seen that these 
trainees represent their world as one where success in teaching and learning is predicated on 
communication, social activity and attention to affect. The reduced role played by semantic 
categories such as ‘Cognition’ or, to name some that were at the bottom of the frequency list, 
‘Academic degree’, ‘Test’ or ‘Failure’, supports the interpretation that that these trainees did not 
evince the expected interest in the transmissive, evaluation-driven system that had been 
associated with South American education and educators in the literature and in the course 
briefing. 

 

Manual analysis and discussion 

     As mentioned earlier, Tropes cannot capture categories associated with very-low-frequency 
lexical items. Yet some of these may be framed within rhetorical contexts lending them 
significant weight. One such cultural representation came strongly out of the manual reading of 
the data (and inspired my title): it concerned the idea of ‘being from Argentina’. A mini-corpus 
of extracts featuring the keywords ‘Argentina’, ‘Argentine(an)’, ‘South America(n)’ and 
‘(this/our) country’ was therefore put together and subjected to Appraisal analysis. Appraisal 
analysis relies on identification of the linguistic exponents of the functional concepts 
Engagement, Attitude and Graduation, with Attitude being subdivided into three subsets: 
(positive or negative) Affect, (positive or negative) Judgment, and (positive or negative) Social 
Valuation. As will be seen in the examples that follow, grammar and lexis can both play a role in 
making these notions available to readers and listeners. 
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     Engagement is in evidence when the text’s reader is presupposed to share the writer’s 
worldview. As Coffin et al (2006) points out,  

one important dimension of APPRAISAL is that it maps a set of resources which, rather 
than being simply viewed as a means for a speaker or writer to make ‘personal’ 
comments on the world, is viewed as a set of interpersonal tools for developing solidarity 
between a speaker/writer and their audience.  (p. 84) 

     In the current data, for example, an assignment written for the European tutor contains this 
reflection by a participant concerning her views on the ideal conditions for designing distance 
courses:  

maybe if the training program is designed with a European or Canadian dimension, with 
proper time devoted to the study, then maybe that is possible 

explicitly providing a value judgment - ‘proper’- to describe European (and Canadian) 
procedures, and implicitly constructing her European reader as a sharer of that judgment.  

     Affect is an expression of the writer’s or speaker’s emotions and feelings. For example ‘love’ 
conveys these explicitly in: 

I also attended a 3-month course on Interpretation at the Faculty of Languages 10 years 
ago. This is a field which I love. 

     Judgment is characterized by language expressing the writer’s or speaker’s view on the rights 
and wrongs of human behavior. For example the slur on the diligence of Argentinean students in: 

 Argentinean students [...] are not very much used to read carefully to follow instructions 

     This example also illustrates the Appraisal method’s ability to capture contextual semantic 
effects at sentence level. Lexical items that may be value-neutral in their denotation can become 
connoted negatively or positively because of the occurrence of another item further along the 
written or spoken chain. Here the adverb ‘carefully’ serves to orient the statement ‘Argentinean 
students [...] are not very much used to’ into a negative judgment on the students, rather than, for 
example  an empathetic one, as would have been the case if she had written “Argentinean 
students [...] are not very much used to blindly obeying rules”. In the data and figures below, I 
refer to this semantic reorientation mechanism as ‘disambiguation’. 

     Like Judgment, Social Valuation reflects values invested into the discourse by the 
writer/speaker, specifically ones that have a bearing on social phenomena. Consider for example 
the following quote, in which the interpretation of the adjective ‘complex’ (a neutral word, in 
that ‘a complex situation’ may be a good, ‘rich’ one, or a ‘bad’, inextricable one) is re-



12 

 

interpreted as a negative by the use of the verb ‘to face’, which connotes ‘difficulty’ or ‘potential 
conflict’.  

[i]n Argentina, in general, most teachers face a complex situation. 

     Finally Graduation expresses values of intensity (low or high) and can be evidenced in 
adverbs and a variety of hyperbolic and hedging stylistic devices. This example uses a double 
adverbial phrase to increase the intensity of the claim: 

 Argentinean students [...] are not very much used to read carefully to follow instructions 

     Figures 1a to 5b below illustrate the type and distribution of the evaluative meanings 
explicitly and implicitly embedded in the mini-corpus ‘Argentina’. In the figures, abbreviations 
refer to the following Appraisal analysis constructs, realized by linguistic items found in the 
mini-corpus: E (for Engagement, shown in italics); J (for Judgment, in gray); DV (for Social 
Valuation, underlined); G (for Graduation, plain).  

[Insert Figures 1a, 1b, 2, 3, 4, 5a and 5b here] 

     From this analysis it can be seen that by far the two most frequent Appraisal values across the 
mini-corpus are Graduation (providing hedging to the many unquantified claims made) and 
Attitude, via its sub-sets Judgment and Social Valuation, both overwhelmingly negative. These 
negativities are expressed in relation to the referents ‘us’ (meaning the trainees, in the context of 
Fig 1a), ‘the prospective Argentinean students’ (Fig. 1b), ‘we Latin-Americans (‘we’ meaning 
‘educators’ in the context of Fig. 2), those involved in ‘education in Argentina’ (Fig.3), 
institutions determining teachers’ professional circumstances (Fig.5a), and Argentina as a 
country (Fig.4 and Fig.5b). The two examples of positive Social Valuation refer to ‘the 
Argentines’ (Fig. 1a) and ‘Argentina’ (Fig. 5b).  

     In other words the talk about Argentina is characterized by a split between the professional 
context (negative) and the socio-geographical context (positive) that serve as the two main 
frames of reference for the keywords ‘Argentina’, ‘Argentine(an)’, ‘South America(n)’ and 
‘(this/our) country’. 

 

Summary of the Discussion 

     I have described a two-pronged approach to data analysis which, in relying on a mix of 
automatic and manual methods to allow for the capture of both low and high frequency linguistic 
exponents of underlying semantic structures, has cast some light on the three research questions 
that guided this investigation.  
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     In response to the first question, it can be seen that technical/developmental factors are absent 
from the representations offered by the trainees. Technology-related themes that might have been 
expected to feature, such as unstable connections, inadequate bandwidth or scarcity of computers 
on campus were not evidenced, nor were discussions on the quality of the technology in general. 
Technophobia featured as a topic at first, as one participant displayed anxiety about using the 
tools. However this was soon resolved as others rallied round with practical help, and the only 
traces of this episode that were left in the data were group self-congratulations about the power 
of mutual support. In conclusion according to the study, technical issues are not an insignificant 
factor in the professional transformation of online teachers. These findings accord with Keller et 
al (2009), for whose cohort from the Universidad Nacional de Tecnologia (UNT) “most of the 
barriers are related to organizational management more than purely technological issues” (p. 78). 
Although Keller et al’s informants were technology teachers and their confidence with 
technology is less surprising, they too ranked lack of opportunity to update technical knowledge 
as the main obstacle to their use of ICT tools with students.  

     This links in with the second question, which relates to the role of political and institutional 
agencies. Like their UNT colleagues above, the UNC cohort’s thoughts about the role of politics 
and educational institutions were well represented in the corpus, and this role is overwhelmingly 
framed as an inhibitor of transformation. For both Keller et al’s informants and the UNC 
teachers in our study, lack of opportunity to update is ascribed to lack of time due to working 
conditions, particularly to cumulating posts, a situation made unavoidable by low salaries, 
according to the informants.  

     Such findings (orientation to technology but failure to appropriate the tools) may be 
interpreted as a reflection of the state of transition that the Argentinean education sector was 
beginning to experience at the time of data collection for the study, with infrastructural progress 
preceding political-institutional change, leaving university teachers with the contradiction of up-
to-date and functioning tools that they were not adequately encouraged or supported to use. 

     The final question was premised on the hypothesis that the trainees’ own educational cultures 
might constitute an ideological obstacle to transformation. This question received a clear answer 
through the automatic analysis, where little evidence was found to support claims, by staff 
managers and by some researchers, that the teachers were uninterested in pedagogies that did not 
conform to the transmissive learning cultures that they themselves had been exposed to. Instead, 
evidence arose from the data allowing the interpretation that these teachers are reflectively aware 
of the contradictions that structure their professional circumstances – the informant in Figure 5 
specifically links dual post-holding with ‘different’ pedagogical cultures, which it is her 
uncomfortable duty to conform with – and that they overwhelmingly construct their professional 
world through notions such as ‘community’, ‘social group’ and ‘feeling’, showing them to be 
reflective socio-constructivists regardless of reputation.  
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Conclusion 

          Besides these insights, some practical observations may also be made. Firstly, the practical 
achievements of the trainees throughout course, their enthusiastic engagement in answering its 
increasing technological demands and their collegiate response to one ‘techno-anxious’ peer, 
have shown that low personal technological skills at the start of training are not a significant 
obstacle to professional development as ‘up to date’ online practitioners. It will be remembered 
that the course was designed as an experiential learning environment, which meant that one’s 
own technological difficulties or those of a peer were grist to the reflective mill. The teachers 
understood the value of learning from such hiccups, which might affect their own future online 
students. They were therefore inclined to persevere and overcome them. These principles of 
course design might profitably be re-used in future continuing professional development for 
teachers. 

     Secondly, semantic analysis of teacher productions has helped show that they perceive 
obstacles to their development as linked to the socio-institutional conditions in which they work. 
This perception, whilst a perennial of labor relations, with its connotation of blaming the boss, 
takes on significance against a contemporary background of governmental and institutional 
attention to technological provision in education. That teachers perceive themselves as being 
unsupported regardless of markedly enhanced technological provision in their still reputedly 
under-served country is an indicator that they, at least, do not confuse ‘educational technology’ 
with ‘education’ and that they should be listened to, if the common mistake signaled by 
Warschauer (2008), of over-reliance on computer experts in ICT development projects, is to be 
avoided.  

Finally, the insights arising from this study underline Peraya and Viens (2005) view of 
technopedagogical change as shaped by the interplay of cultural variables, prominent among 
which are ‘representations’, or perceptions. They also confirm the conclusion that a co-
researcher and I reached in our search for a definition of ‘online learning cultures’ (Goodfellow 
& Lamy, 2009) where we drew attention to the fact that the ‘participants’ in online learning 
cultures include the institutions themselves. Two traditional ways way of viewing the institutions 
are as inhibitors of development - as do the informants in this chapter -  and conversely as 
facilitating actors. However a somewhat different dimension is introduced if we consider the 
interaction between learners/teachers on the one hand, and agents of institutions on the other. 
“The identities that learners develop through engagement with […] the national, institutional, 
corporate , professional, disciplinary and peer-group practices that frame the whole undertaking 
of learning online ” (Goodfellow & Lamy, 2009, p. 171) are permanently being constructed and 
reconstructed. In the case study in this chapter, they are constructed as resistance and creativity. 
A possible follow-up project might be to use this investigation’s methodology to look at the 
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perceptions of those on ‘the institutional side’ of the online educational culture that has been 
under scrutiny here. Deriving from this, but beyond the scope of this chapter, are further 
questions for research into organizational learning. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. 

The 10 Most Frequent Semantic Categories in the Corpus. 

Band Ten most frequent categories Words assigned to the 
category 
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I 1. education 1139 

II 2. communication 541 

III 3. social group 304 

 4. language 303 

 5. time 300 

IV 6. cognition 157 

 7. feeling 104 

V 8. environment 30 

 9. Europe 25 

 10. technology 15 

 

 

Figure 1a.  On being a learner. 

 

 

Figure 1b.  On being a learner. 
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Figure 2. On designing distance courses. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. On pedagogy. 

 

 

Figure 4. On educational cultures. 
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Figure 5a. On professional conditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5b. On professional conditions. 

 

 


