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Abstract. This essay illustrates how an online language education course, implemented
within an online language teacher education programme offered at master’s level
at an Italian university, was designed to foster pre-service teachers’ active learning
through digitally-enhanced activities. The course was developed within a community
of inquiry framework and from a socio-constructivist perspective. The online course
adopted a flipped learning approach. Pre-service teachers carried out asynchronous
digitally-enhanced activities individually and collaboratively before class and
synchronous technology-enhanced collaborative activities during live classes. Pre-
service teachers thus engaged in active learning throughout the course.
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 disruption has fostered the digitisation of education extensively. In this
new context, teacher education programmes have had to re-imagine their learning
spaces and practices to cater to teachers’ pedagogical needs in online learning
environments (Assunc¢ao & Swennen, 2020). Online course design has thus become
pivotal in higher education worldwide. In this respect, the present essay aims to
illustrate how an online language education course was designed to foster pre-service
language teachers’ active learning through synchronous and asynchronous digitally-
enhanced activities. The course was implemented within an online language teacher
education programme, offered at master’s level at an Italian university, targeted at
pre-service teachers specialising in teaching Italian as a second language.
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2. Online language education course design

In the online language education course, pre-service teachers learned how to
plan and create digitally-enhanced language teaching units. The online language
education course was designed within a community of inquiry framework
(Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000, 2001; Vaughan, Cleveland-Innes, &
Garrison, 2013) and from a socio-constructivist perspective, enhancing knowledge
co-development (Lantolf, Poehner, & Thorne, 2020; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006;
Vygotsky, 1978). In keeping with the community of inquiry model, the course
instructor created practices and activities targeted at fostering social, teaching,
and cognitive presence (Garrison et al., 2000, 2001; Vaughan et al., 2013). The
course was developed using backward design; the instructor thus devised the
course learning outcomes first, the assessment criteria second, and the strategies
and activities targeted at achieving the course objectives afterwards (McTighe &
Wiggins, 2012).

The online language education course was designed to foster pre-service teachers’
active learning with the support of digital and educational technologies. In active
learning, students engage in knowledge construction using higher-order thinking
skills (Bonwell & Eison, 1991; Berte, Nesje, & Lillejord, 2020; Lee, Morrone,
& Siering, 2018; Prince, 2004; Stefanou et al., 2013). In this light, the instructor
adopted a flipped learning approach to design digitally-enhanced pedagogical
practices promoting critical thinking (Bergmann & Sams, 2012, 2014; Marshall &
Kostka, 2020; Marshall & Rodriguez-Buitrago, 2017). Pre-class activities required
pre-service language teachers to engage with subject-specific content and peers to
various degrees. For example, before Zoom-based® classes, pre-service teachers
watched videos, previously recorded by the instructor, and carried out activities,
focusing on the video content, using various digital technologies, such as avatar
maker tools, mind mapping, peer assessment tools, Al-driven technologies, and
digital social educational platforms suitable for collaborative annotation of texts
and videos. In this respect, a digital social educational platform used, Perusall®,
provided the instructor with reports, based on data analytics, highlighting the most
challenging topics for students; the instructor could also access reports on individual
students’ degree of engagement with the assigned materials. These data enabled the
instructor to design synchronous activities catering to pre-service teachers’ needs.
During synchronous classes, activities were highly chunked in line with digital
pedagogy (Bates, 2019). In live classes, pre-service teachers engaged with tasks
fostering higher-level thinking skills and a deeper conceptual understanding of the
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subject-specific content studied during pre-class asynchronous activities (Brinks
Lockwood, 2014, 2018). Synchronous classes started with ice breakers, pivotal to
promoting social presence in online spaces; the instructor implemented ice breakers
with the support of digital noticeboards or digital pedagogical platforms suited to
promoting remote collaboration. During Zoom-based classes, pre-service teachers
engaged in collaborative learning through peer instruction (Mazur, 1997), SOFLA
(Synchronous Online Flipped Learning Approach — Marshall & Kostka, 2020), and
liberating structures activities (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 2014). In synchronous
classes, pre-service teachers thus engaged in active learning through collaborative
activities implemented with the support of collaborative annotation spaces, digital
noticeboards, and digital educational platforms suitable for remote collaboration.
Digital and educational technologies, along with digital educational platforms, were
instrumental in developing cognitive and teaching presence in the course.

Pre-service teachers developed a digitally-enhanced language teaching unit
collaboratively during the course. Each week, as home assignments, pre-service
teachers devised a section of the digitally-enhanced teaching unit in small
groups. Before synchronous classes, the instructor assessed the artefacts created
collaboratively and provided each group with video recorded feedback, also suited
to fostering social presence. Pre-service teachers developed a digitally-enhanced
teaching unit collaboratively as their final assignment. Before submitting the units
for assessment, each group received video recorded feedback from the instructor;
pre-service teachers could use the feedback to make some changes to the units
before submission.

At the end of each live class, pre-service teachers filled in an online self-evaluation
questionnaire. The instructor used students’ feedback, gathered through the online
self-evaluation questionnaires, to monitor the course and make some changes if
necessary. On the last day of class, the instructor introduced pre-service teachers
to the theoretical framework, namely the community of inquiry model, adopted to
design the course.

3. Conclusion

The fast digitisation process occurring in higher education has enabled course
instructors to re-image their learning practices and spaces. Re-thinking online
learning environments has provided language education practitioners with the
opportunity to design online learning pathways fostering students’ active learning
and engagement to a very high degree.
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This essay has illustrated how an instructor designed an online language education
course fostering pre-service teachers’ active learning and engagement through a
flipped learning approach. The asynchronous and synchronous digitally-enhanced
practices developed were targeted at developing pre-service teachers’ higher-level
thinking skills and deeper conceptual understanding of subject-specific content.
Knowledge co-construction was scaffolded through the use of various digital and
educational technologies and platforms instrumental in fostering collaborative
learning and artefact creation.
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