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Through a Virtual Learning Environment

Promocién de instruccidon diferenciada a través
de un ambiente de aprendizaje virtual
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Abstract

This qualitative action research intends to analyze the effects of differentiated instruction (pi) administered through a virtual learning
environment (vLE) on students' English learning process. Differentiated instruction is understood as an approach that aims to foster
every student’s potential by taking into account their level of readiness, learning styles, multiple intelligences and interests. A group
of 29 students from a private school participated in this research study. Journals data were analyzed through the use of content
analysis and triangulation techniques, using Atlas.ti software. Findings avowed that oi through a vie approach (oi-vie henceforth)
had a positive impact on students' learning process, meeting their needs and increasing their motivation. This study suggests that
teachers and researchers in Colombia implement piin their own practices to gain understanding of the advantages and disadvantages
of this approach. The field of teaching English as a foreign language cannot be exception. The b1 approach can constitute a valuable
pedagogical alternative for the benefit of students.
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Resumen

Estainvestigacion-accion cualitativa tiene como objetivo analizar los efectos de la instruccion diferenciada (i) administrada a través
de un ambiente de aprendizaje virtual (av) en el proceso de aprendizaje de los estudiantes de inglés. La instruccion diferenciada se
entiende como un abordaje que busca fomentar el potencial de cada estudiante, teniendo en cuenta su nivel de preparacion, habitos
de aprendizaje, inteligencias multiples e intereses. Un grupo de 29 estudiantes de una escuela privada participé en este estudio.
Se analizaron los datos de los diarios a través del uso de analisis de contenido y técnicas de triangulacion con el software Atlas.ti.
Como resultado, el ip a través del aav (en adelante ip-aav) tuvo un impacto positivo en el proceso de aprendizaje de los estudiantes al
conocer sus necesidades y aumentar su motivacion. Este estudio sugiere que los profesores e investigadores en Colombia deberian
implementar el Ip en sus propias practicas para entender las ventajas y desventajas de este método. El campo de estudio del inglés
como lengua extranjera no puede ser la excepcion. El abordaje de la 1o puede constituir una alternativa pedagogica valiosa para
el beneficio de los estudiantes.
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Resumo

Esta investigagdo-agdo qualitativa visa analisar os efeitos da instrugdo diferenciada (i0) ministrada através de um ambiente de
aprendizagem virtual (aav) no processo de aprendizagem dos estudantes de inglés. A instrugdo diferenciada é entendida como
uma abordagem que procura encorajar o potencial de cada estudante levando em conta seu nivel de preparacéao, habitos de
aprendizagem, inteligéncias mdltiplas e interesses. Um grupo de 29 estudantes de uma escola privada participaram neste estudo.
Analisaram-se os dados dos diarios através do uso de anélise de conteddo e técnicas de triangulagdo com o software Atlas.ti.
Como resultado, o ip através do aav (ip-aav doravante) teve um impacto positivo no processo de aprendizagem dos estudantes ao
conhecer suas necessidades e aumentar sua motivagdo. Este estudo sugere que os professores e pesquisadores na Coldmbia
deveriam implementar b em suas proprias praticas para entender as vantagens e desvantagens desta abordagem. O campo do
estudo do inglés como lingua estrangeira ndo pode ser a excepcg&o. A abordagem da ip pode constituir uma alternativa pedagdgica

valiosa para o beneficio dos estudantes.
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Introduction

"Traditional instruction has been equated
with teachers who teach to the middle or use the
one-size-fits-all approach" (Rock, Gregg, Ellis, &
Gable, 2008, as cited in Logan, 2011, p.2). This
approach has prevailed due in part to the lack of
time or interest of teachers in devoting their efforts
to tackle individual learning needs. The advent of
new technologies, however, has enabled teachers to
resort to multiple tools and applications that con-
tribute to the differentiation purpose. An example
of new technological tools is Virtual Learning
Environments (VLEs), which consist of a repository
that can store many applications as well connect to
external websites and many other Internet resources
for educational purposes. Likewise, new language
learning approaches that focus more on learners
rather than on the teacher have emerged to target
individualities in the classroom. As an example,
we can mention Differentiated Instruction (DI),
in which “the teacher must be ready to engage
students in instruction through different learning
modalities, by appealing to differing interests, and
by using varied rates of instruction along with
varied degrees of complexity” (Tomlinson, 1999, p.
2). Thus, the use of a VLE and the implementation
of a Differentiated Instruction (DI) approach have
been combined in the present study to find out their
impact on L2 learning.

Although the school targeted in the present
study has two English language labs, most lessons
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do not meet the needs of individual learners (Yang,
& Chen, 2007), according to the findings during
the diagnostic stage of the study. On the other
hand, despite the fact that there are many research
studies demonstrating the effectiveness of DI on
students’ achievement, and after revising different
journals and articles, it seems that many teachers
in Colombia, and especially in the Department
of Huila, do not take these results into account to
provide a differentiated learning environment. Also,
there are not many studies that integrate DI and
technology to support teaching, promote innova-
tive activities, or to enhance motivation. Hence,
the present study intends to answer the following
research question: What are the effects of differen-
tiated instruction through an EFL virtual learning
environment on the learning process of tenth grad-
ers from a private school in the city of Neiva?

In order to answer the research question, we aim
to meet the following specific objectives:

« To identify the teacher’s role in the develop-
ment of DI-VLE.

o To characterize the learning environment in
the lessons where DI is implemented through
a VLE.

« To gain insights on the EFL learning process
of students in differentiated lessons through
a VLE.

« Tolearn about students’ attitudes and opinions
about DI-VLE approach.



Literature Review

Differentiated instruction

DI is an instructional approach that focuses on
addressing individual differences, learning styles,
intelligences, etc. According to Tomlinson (2005), “[a]
key goal of differentiated instruction is maximizing
the learning potential of each student” (p. 263).
The DI approach constitutes an alternative to provide
our students with opportunities to learn according to
their interests, learning profiles, or readiness level.
Thus, teachers can no longer think of students as
being identical subjects of learning, with similar back-
grounds, preferences and styles. DI teachers perceive
each student as an entire universe and therefore do
their best to fit instruction to individual needs. In this
regard, Tomlinson (1999) affirms:

They are teachers who strive to do whatever it takes
to ensure that struggling and advanced learners,
students with varied cultural heritages, and chil-
dren with different background experiences all
grow as much as they possibly can each day, each
week, and throughout the year. (p. 2).

Bearing this in mind, this concept allows teachers
to adapt the content, process and products of lessons
according to each student’s readiness, skills, learning
style, and interests. This means that the DI approach is
flexible in four classroom elements. The first element
is the content, which Tomlinson (1999) defines as
“what she wants students to learn and the materials
or mechanisms through which that is accomplished”
(p. 11). According to Tomlinson (2001a), differen-
tiating the content is to provide multiple ways to
approach the “facts, concepts, generalizations or
principles, attitudes, and skills related to the subject,
as well as materials that represent those elements”
(p. 7). This emphasis can greatly benefit both the fast
and the slow learner, since the amount and depth of
the content can be adjusted according to the differ-
ent learning paces. We can vary the content without
losing sight of the course curriculum (Levy, 2008).

The second element is the process; Tomlinson
(2001a) states that this is the way that students acquire
information or knowledge. The focus of teaching the
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process is on how students get the information. “To
differentiate the process of learning, choices should
be provided in expressing the concepts and facts”
(Benjamin, 2006; Knowles, 2009 ; Levy, 2008; as cited
in Aliakbari & Haghighi, 2014). Therefore, students
are exposed to activities in which they can maximize
their potential according to their learning style.

The third element is the product. Products are
vehicles through which students demonstrate and
extend what they have learned (Tomlinson 1999,
p. 9). Students can demonstrate what they have
learned through different activities, whether indi-
vidual or small group projects, instructional journals,
open-ended tasks, tiered assignments, visual presen-
tations, or written assessments. Through a distinct
product, students can demonstrate what they have
learned (Levy, 162, 2008, p. 162).

The fourth element is the learning environment,
a factor that can be modified by the teacher in order
to better assist students. The teacher incorporates
elements into the classroom to influence and expand
students’ learning. Tomlinson (2001a) stated that the
learning environment is of significant importance
in promoting students’ achievement (as cited in
Aliakbari & Haghighi, 2014).

Some authors (Mulroy & Eddinger, 2003;
Tomlinson, 2001b; Tomlinson & Kalbfleisch,
1999; Tuttle, 2000) have also suggested that, in this
environment, “each student is valued for his or her
unique strengths, while being offered opportunities
to demonstrate skills through a variety of assessment
techniques” (as cited in Subban, 2006, p. 940).

As previously stated, students vary in readi-
ness, interests, and learning profile. According to
Tomlinson (1999), readiness is a student’s entry
point relative to a particular understanding or skill.
It is common to find in our classrooms students who
perform way ahead of the average learners, while
others may be below the expected level. It is our goal
to identify those particular entry points to better
shape instruction. Tomlinson (as cited in Subban,
2006, p. 942) argues that "teachers should be able
to discern the evolving readiness levels of students
in their care and accommodate them by providing
tasks that are neither too easy nor too challenging."
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Interests refer to a child’s affinity, curiosity, or
passion for a particular topic or skill (Tomlinson,
1999, p. 11). Undoubtedly, this constitutes a key
factor for instruction. Bearing students’ interests in
mind will likely help teachers to create more suitable
conditions for both teaching and learning processes.
MacGillivray and Rueda (as cited in Subban, 2006)
proposed that teachers should find ways to engage
students by tapping into what interests them, and
by involving students in the daily running of the
classroom. These procedures confirm the principles
of DI towards a more learner-centered approach.

A learning profile has to do with how we learn. It
may be shaped by intelligence preferences, gender,
culture, or learning style (Tomlinson, 1999, p 11).
Based on Tomlinson’s ideas, there are four categories
oflearning-profile factors that teachers can use to plan
curriculum and instruction to fit a learner’s needs.
The goals of learning-profile differentiation are to help
individual learners understand the modes of learn-
ing that work best for them, and to offer a plethora
of options so that each student maximizes his or
her learning potential in the classroom (Tomlinson,
1995). The goal of this differentiation factor is raising
students’ awareness in terms of how they learn more
effectively in order to autonomously guide their own
learning process.

The underlying chief principle of DI is for both
the teacher and the students to know where the latter
are in regards to learning, how they better process
information, and the necessary conditions to learn
and demonstrate what they have learned.

Virtual learning environments

A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) functions
as an important web-based instructional component
in education. Pimentel (1999) defines a VLE as “one
that allows learners to perceive the environment,
assess situations and performance, perform actions
and proceed through experiences and lessons that will
allow them to perform better with more experience
on repetition on the same task in similar circumstances”
(p. 75). In other words, a VLE is a useful tool that
allows learners to experience learning by themselves.
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A VLE is an opportunity to “normalize” technology
in a classroom. It is “the office” of the class.

The VLE used in the present research study
is Moodle (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic
Learning Environment), a free open-source learning
management system or e-learning platform that
serves educators and learners across the globe. This
platform has different tools and applications for use,
such as chats, forums, discussions, tests, assignments,
lessons, wikis and quizzes, among others. Moodle has
numerous benefits. For instance, it fosters student
learning and facilitates interactions amongst learn-
ers, as well as between learners and their teachers
(Kavaliauskiené, 2011).

Through the use of VLEs, there is a change from
teacher-centered to learner-centered classes. Fotos
and Browne (2004) claim that the integration of inter-
net technology and language learning curriculum has
changed the focus from teacher-centered classrooms
to student-centered environments, giving the learner
the power to have control over the lesson content
and the learning process. The teacher becomes more
of a mediator rather than a tutor. The teacher is a
facilitator of the resources while guiding the learning
through the discovery of new knowledge.

Thus, the investment of time and effort from
the part of the teacher to integrate technology into
differentiated lessons can undoubtedly provide
significant benefits to the learning process. The
Internet is equipped with a plethora of activities and
resources that can easily meet the requirements for
a DI implementation. Also, the time that teachers
invest today on VLE-based lesson plans is time they
can save in the future. VLEs have the advantage of
storing all class activities, tasks, projects and tests for
future adaptations and implementation.

Methodological Design

This research study follows the main features
of Action Research (AR). According to Fraenkel,
Wallen, and Hyun (2012), “AR focuses on getting
information that will enable teachers to change condi-
tions in a particular situation in which they are per-
sonally involved” (p. 14). In addition, O’Brien (2001)



defines action research as “learning by doing where a
group of people identify a problem, do something to
resolve it, see how successful their efforts were, and if
not satisfied, try again” (p. 1). This kind of research
helps to form a better understanding of a particular
situation through the implementation of action plan.
AR has become the most effective path for teacher
researchers to find solutions to common difficulties
that emerge in the teaching and learning process.

Participants

The sample for this study consisted of 29 students
from a tenth grade course at a private high school in
the city of Neiva. 58.6% were females (17 students)
and 41.4% were males (12 students) with an age
range between 14-17 years old. Both students and
parents were informed of all the details of the research
study, and they subsequently signed a consent form
to participate.

Pedagogical and research instruments

A qualitative action research (AR) design was
conducted over a four-session period. In order to
collect information that could guide the planning of
differentiated lessons through the use of a VLE, it was
necessary to administer the following instruments:
a survey that inquired about students” interests; a
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survey that inquired about students’ digital compe-
tence; a multiple intelligences test; and two English
diagnostic tests that provided information related to
the students’ readiness level.

A second set of instruments used during the
pedagogical intervention consisted of field notes,
interviews, and teacher journals. These instruments
were used during and after the four sessions of the
pedagogical intervention. The field notes format
used was composed of two sections: a descriptive
and a reflective section. In the descriptive part, the
researcher characterized the setting, the participants,
and the students’ behavior. In the reflective part, the
researcher commented on or interpreted what he or
she had observed. The interviews were administered
to a focus group at the end of each session; these semi-
structured interviews inquired about the students’
opinions and experiences regarding the pedagogical
intervention. Different members of the sample group
were selected for each of the interviews. The teacher
journal served as a personal diary where the teacher
could describe significant or dissatisfactory experi-
ences when implementing the DI-VLE. Thus, while
the surveys and tests allowed us to collect data that
could shape the pedagogical intervention, the inter-
views, the field notes and the teacher journal provided
information that supported the findings, conclusions
and recommendations for the study.

EFFECTS OF DIFFERENTIATED
INSTRUCTION THROUGH AN EFL
VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

/

Is associated with Is associated with

A

Is associated with Is associated with

TEACHER'S ROLE LANGUAGE LEARNING

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

LEARNING TASKS

Figure 1. Atlas.ti. Main categories.
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Data Analysis and Findings

The data analysis process was carried out fol-
lowing content analysis techniques. According to
Krippendorff (1989), content analysis is “the use of a
replicable and valid method for making specific infer-
ences from text to other properties of the source”
(p. 103). For the present study, common characteris-
tics have been identified in the data collected through
the instruments for further analyses in relation to the
research question. In this regard, Fraenkel, Wallen,
and Hyun (2012) state, “a researcher needs to organize
a large amount of material by developing appropriate
categories, ratings, or scores that can be used for
subsequent comparison in order to illuminate what
he or she is investigating” (p. 478).

The information collected through the afore-
mentioned instruments was analyzed using the
software Atlas.ti. After establishing the coding
units, it was necessary to analyze and process these
codes to identify the main categories and sub-
categories that would help to answer the research
question. Taking into account this content analysis
approach, four main categories were identified, as
shown in figure 1.

The results imply that the implementation of
DI-VLE has effects on four main aspects: the teacher’s
role, language learning, learning environment, and
learning tasks. The following is a description of each
one of these categories.

Teacher’s role

The different roles that the teacher played during
this process can be described as follows:

The teacher as the provider of strategies: The teacher
is regarded as that person who cares about students’
concerns and difficulties, provides constant feedback
and takes actions when necessary. According to
analysis made from the field notes, the instructions
given at the beginning of each class helped students
achieve the main objectives of the lesson. When the
teacher provided clear and precise directions before
each task, students could perform the activities with
greater accuracy and easiness. The following excerpt
can evidence this role:

170 =

Excerpt 1: “During the development of the class,
the teacher’s role was essential and relevant, as she
encouraged the students building their confidence
and friendship to feel more comfortable. Moreover,
it should be emphasized how important it was for
students the explanation given by the teacher for the
development of each activity, besides doing it in a
great way, the teacher was very attentive to each
student, attending to their concerns and clarifying
ideas” (Taken from the field notes).

As seen in the excerpt, the implementation of a
DI model requires teachers to have a positive atti-
tude towards students’ learning and provides clear
directions for class assignments.

The teacher as a problem anticipator: The teacher
is always anticipating possible scenarios by having
a back-up plan in case difficulties arise. This is very
important to consider when working with tech-
nology, due to the common breakdowns that occur
whether related to the power service or the quality of
the Internet. This is also useful in classrooms where
students exhibit very different learning paces. The
following excerpt evidences the teacher’s prepara-
tion and planning in those possible scenarios:

E2: “Some extra activities were posted in case
some of them finished before the time expected
but it did not happen” (Teacher’s journal).

E3: “In each activity developed in the classroom,
she helped the students all the time with some ins-
tructions, explained them some unknown words
and gave them ideas about the topic” (Field notes).

As aresult of the various technical and contextual
challenges that potentially emerge during alesson, a
back-up plan was a crucial aspect in the successful
implementation of differentiated lessons through
a VLE. The teacher needs to be prepared to tackle
any problem regarding technology, materials or the
learning process.

The teacher as a facilitator: The DI methodology
is student-centered rather than teacher-centered.
As a result, the students were in charge of their
own learning process, deciding which activities
to do according to their learning styles, interests
and levels of readiness. The teacher was present



to help and guide the process, as evidenced in the
following excerpt:

E4: “These were activities to practice vocabulary,
grammar, listening and writing. In this part, each
student was able to choose the activities that he/
she wanted to do according to their learning needs
and interests” (Teacher’s journal).

When students have the opportunity to choose
what they want to learn, they grow in their sense
of autonomy. Furthermore, they feel more com-
fortable with the material they choose which in
turn boosters their motivation to learn. In short,
the teacher empowers students with learning
ownership.

The reflective teacher: The demands of a DI model,
along with the use of a VLE, demands teachers to
be in constant reflection to better serve the learning
needs of their students. It is through reflection that
the teacher can find paths to tackle learning issues,
as evidenced in the following excerpt:

E5: “I cannot expect all my students to learn
the grammar structures of the simple past and the
vocabulary of soccer in a single class. I know they
need more time to practice, real life situations, and
a context in which they can practice what they have
learnt. Consequently, T'll plan one more class to
continue practicing until I see my students have a
more clear idea of the content” (Teacher’s journal).

These reflections show the teacher’s commitment
towards improving students’ learning, even if it
implies adjusting the timeframe.

The previous roles indicate the relevance of the
DI-VLE implementation. Actions such as providing
strategies, anticipating problems, facilitating the
learning process and reflecting upon every single
element of the classes are likely to help students
enhance their motivation, self-confidence and
autonomous learning.

Language learning

Two distinct attitudes in students were identified
during the process. On the one hand, some students
value working with different classmates. This means
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that some students agree with the idea of sharing
with their peers what they know about a topic. Since
the change from a teacher-centered perspective to
a student-centered perspective is noticeable, a new
relationship in the classroom is also evident. It is
not just the interaction between the teacher and the
students, but also among students, as exemplified in
the following excerpt.

E6: “(S23) Pues me pareci6 interesante, porque
podia aprender nuevas cosas de los compaiieros,
también podria saber como que [sic] cosas mas
les gusta, también podia comunicarme mds en
inglés, y ayudarnos y yo también aprender” (Focus
Group Interview).

When students share their knowledge, feelings, and
interests, learning can evolve as a natural, enjoyable
and rewarding process because students are not merely
focused on how their English is looking, but also on
the fact that they are part of a community.

The analysis of the data also showed that partici-
pants recognized that classmates’ help was an impor-
tant factor in quest of better results; everyone was able
to contribute with their ideas. When participants were
completing the activities in the platform, a feeling of
comfort and engagement was perceived, perhaps due
to the fact that each one of the activities was designed
according to individual English proficiency level.

On the other hand, some students rejected peer
work. They feel more comfortable working alone
because they do not feel the need to clarify what
they do not understand. Moreover, students state
that when they work alone they focus easily on the
different activities in class and they feel they perform
better. Excerpts:

E7: “(S3) Pues a mi me gusta trabajar en parejas
pero pues haciéndolo sola como que me concentro
mads y como que asi avanzo muy poquito” (Focus
Group Interview).

E8: “(S6) Acd es muy chévere porque cuando
tiene una palabra ahi y no entiende entonces uno
puede preguntarle a una persona, entonces toca
interrumpirle la clase a otra persona, ;no? En el
salon, entonces cojo un computador entro a inter-
net y busco la palabra, entonces ahi no interrumpo
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a nadie, trabajo yo y trabajan los comparfieros”
(Focus Group Interview).

The presence of two distinct attitudes suggests
that educators provide different options to choose
from while in class. If we analyze the behaviors
described above, we can assure that each group of
students is different and DI permits the modification
of teaching to address such diversity. Even more, the
DI approach allows students become more aware of
their differences in learning styles, interests, readi-
ness and proficiency levels. They recognize this new
methodology as different and interesting because
lessons and activities are always varied. In addition,
they feel the themes proposed in each lesson were
related to their daily life.

Another important effect of the DI-VLE had to
do with students’ engagement in class. They were
aware that the traditional instruction changed
because all the activities were quite out of the ordi-
nary. The conventional pen and paper activities in
the textbook were replaced with interesting, updated
and meaningful activities on the computer.

Furthermore, the data suggest that participants’
learning experiences were positive. Learning was
reinforced when computers were used as the main
tool in the classroom. Students seemed more interested
in searching for information, understanding the
concepts and communicating what they had learned.
Excerpts:

E9: “(S2) Pues a mi me pareci6 muy divertido,
diferente como dice mi compaiiero, interesante,
también aprendimos muchas cosas, vimos fue
algo fuera de lo normal porque hicimos hasta una
obra de teatro ahi medio le hicimos pues fue como
una clase muy didactica en la cual todos pudimos
desenvolvernos asi sea manejando un poco el
inglés pero que tenemos los conocimientos que
adquirimos en el dia de hoy, entonces me pareci6
chévere” (Focus group interview).

During the DI-VLE lessons, we found out that
students used a variety of learning resources and
strategies. Resources such as online dictionaries,
translators, audios, and videos, along with strate-
gies such as repetition and negotiation of meaning
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were often observed. All these actions significantly
supported their language learning. Thus, DI-VLE
provides us with many channels to make our classes
more interesting and meaningful while giving equal
opportunities for the development of our students’
L2 skills.

Learning environment

In the DI classroom, the learning environment
influences the learning process of every single stu-
dent. According to Tomlinson (2001a), “classroom
environment in a setting that strives for differentia-
tion is, if anything, even more of a factor in shaping
success. A differentiated classroom should support,
and is supported by, an evolving community of
learners” (p. 21). A differentiated classroom environ-
ment encourages students to improve their language
abilities and therefore their learning; likewise,
students contribute to the learning success of their
classmates when they assist each other. According to
the participants’ statements, the implementation of
DI-VLE allows for an effective learning environment.

It is important to clarify that the learning envi-
ronment during the four sessions of the study was
different from the environment of a traditional
classroom with just chairs and a whiteboard. A
computer lab was used because of the VLE approach,
and therefore special arrangements were made.
First, participants were divided into three groups
according to their English proficiency level: begin-
ner, intermediate and advanced. Yet groups were not
given these names but rather color names (green,
yellow and orange) to avoid affecting the students’
confidence levels. Second, participants could sit
wherever they wanted, a pattern that is not quite
common in regular classes, but which may render
great benefits. As Tomlinson (1999) claims, “flexible
and comfortable seating options provide a kind of
welcome as well” (p. 21). Third, the learning envi-
ronment was enjoyable and interesting for students
because content and topics used in the platform were
chosen according to their interests. In fact, they
were given the opportunity to choose the content
and the process. This kind of flexibility provided by



the use of a VLE contributes to students’ growing
autonomy and love of learning. Additionally, we can
affirm that the place where the lessons took place
(English lab) contributed significantly to students’
enhanced motivation due to their high interest
in technology.

As students’ interest in class activities grew,
they began to participate more. They asked for
help every time they needed because they were in a
group where all the students had the same language
proficiency level and supported each other when
necessary. In this regard, Tomlinson (1999) assures,

Safety means that when I try a new skill, expend
effort, or take a risk with a creative idea, I won't
be thought of as foolish or stupid. Safety happens
when you feel accepted as you are, and valued
enough so that people want to help you become
even better. (p. 22).

In the following excerpt, we can evidence how
students’ participation was influenced in the DI
classroom:

E10: “[TThe academic environment was very ener-
getic, as students arrived happy and very anxious
to receive the class. They settled into their places
quickly and put all their attention on their learning
process. And thanks to the students interest in the
development of the class, it was possible to obtain
constant participation from them” (Field notes).

Tomlinson (1999) states that a meaningful con-
tribution from every group member “is not likely
to occur when some members of the group have
all the answers and skills and others clearly have a
comparative deficit in knowledge and skills” (p. 26).
Based on this statement, it seems fair to suggest that
a more meaningful and comfortable environment in
the classroom was fostered as a result of participants
working with a partner at a similar readiness level.

On the other hand, a closer look at the data
indicates that when DI-VLE is implemented, it is
important to establish the context before the les-
sons takes place. From the experience of the pres-
ent research process, we believe that a satisfactory
learning environment is promoted if the teacher
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prepares the equipment, materials and activities in
advance. In other words, improvisation will hardly
foster effective learning environments.

On the other hand, there were a few participants
that felt unsettled by the drastic change from a
traditional classroom setting to a DI approach. This
reaction was due perhaps to their already established
comfort level with traditional instruction.

In brief, the learning environment becomes an
essential factor in the implementation of DI-VLE.
Cooperation and collaboration were strengthened
in part because students had the opportunity to
work with partners that were at a similar readiness
level. Students felt more comfortable because they
could participate in different activities with no fear
of showing their linguistic skills. Thus, it can be
concluded that the classroom environment herein
depicted allows for the development of students’
confidence and learning.

Learning tasks

The planning and development of learning tasks
in DI-VLE have to be carried out based on the
particular knowledge and skills of students. Heacox
argued that, “when differentiating the content, the
teacher considers what students already know and
adapts the curriculum content to be presented accor-
dingly. The teacher may choose to eliminate content
or introduce certain content earlier, depending on
the pace of student mastery” (as cited in Williams-
Black, Bailey, & Coleman-Lawson, 2010). Hence,
it might be stated that the implementation of
DI-VLE also showed a positive effect on the tasks
themselves. For instance, the students described
the tasks as more engaging and different than the
regular English classes they have. They showed
positive attitudes towards the different activities
proposed by the teacher on the VLE. Excerpt:

E11: (S23) “Ehh pues lo q [sic] escribi, lo q [sic]
escribimos fue que una experiencia muy buena,
pudimos tener un ambiente diferente al de todas
las clases” (Focus Group Interview).

E12: “T could see most of the students were very
concentrated developing each activity and this is
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a positive issue, which means that each student
was motivated in the class” (Teacher’s journal).

As Smith and Throne (2009) highlight, “construc-
tivists believe learning is most meaningful when
topics are connected to students’ needs and interests,
and when the students themselves are actively
engaged in creating, understanding, and connecting
with knowledge” (p. 31). In the DI-VLE, the students
had the chance to choose the different activities they
wanted to do according to their preferences and
learning styles. There is compelling evidence that
students liked the way the activities were planned.

E13: “(S1) Me gusto [sic] al final, en la ultima
actividad porque nosotros tenfamos la opcion de
como queriamos trabajar. Yo escogi la parte de la
caricatura, pero pues es un video animado, pero
pues por falta de tiempo uno no lo completa”
(Focus Group Interview).

E14: “The topic caught the attention of the stu-
dents and kept them motivated all along. And
it made so enjoyable the environment in the
classroom” (Field notes).

Technology not only allows teachers to modify
different elements of the learning process such as
content, the process, the task or the product, but it
also has the power to influence our students posi-
tively. It was evident that the DI-VLE intervention
attracted students’ interest and attention, as can
be read in the following reflection by one of the
participants:

E15: “(S6) A mi me parece como mds dindmico, y
no tanto como que al libro, yo entiendo mucho
mejor en un computador que clavado en un libro,
ahi pegado mirando, yo creo que encuentro una
palabra que no me la sepa... uno se va al compu-
tador y se lo facilita mucho mas, y cada uno tiene
lo suyo por ejemplo si yo tengo mi computador
y yo voy a colocar algo a escuchar en youtube,
pues ya es como mi problema si yo no desarrollo
la actividad, es cosa de cada uno, eso ya es como
responsabilidad de cada uno y es como un tema
un campo inexplorable (inexplorado) para la
clase de inglés o para las demads clases, porque
siempre lo rutinario, como que... a lo antiguo
dirfa yo” (Focus Group Interview).
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The materials used in the DI-VLE played a
vital role in the learning process. These materials
consisted of VLE applications in conjunction with
CD players, handouts, and the like. According to
participants, the appropriate use of the materials
encouraged them to learn English.

E16: “(S9) Los materiales que se utilizaron como
la grabadora, el computador y otras cosas como las
gufas, nos motivan asi a aprender mds inglés”
(Focus Group Interview).

E17: “(S4) Pues a mi me gusté mucho porque
digamos yo no tenia ni tantico claro lo del pasado
simple y entonces pues los videos fueron diverti-
dos, digamos la historia del futbol fue chévere y
pues fue diddctico al final porque asi se aprende
mejor” (Entrevista grupal).

The DI-VLE also showed an effect on students’
sense of independence. Students had the resources,
activities, materials and time to work at their own
pace. Furthermore, students were given the chance
to choose the partners they wanted to work with.
Yet, many of them preferred to work alone, and the
effect of working with a classmate or working alone
showed a pattern.

E18: “It could be noticed that the few students who
worked in pairs, took more time in completing
the virtual activities possibly due to their low level
of English. While those who worked alone, were
those who demonstrated a high level of English
and quickly finished the activities” (Field notes).

Those working alone somehow demonstrated
confidence to complete the different class activi-
ties, and for the most part they did it successfully.
Another positive effect is that students could easily
manage the VLE and the different applications after
the first explanation of the activities. Once they
started working on their computers, they tended to
focus more and stayed on task.

E19: “Most of them showed skills at using the
online platform” (Field notes).

There were also some threats to the smooth imple-
mentation of the DI-VLE. On the one hand, there
were technical problems related to poor internet con-



nection, some computers broke down and sometimes
the activities in the platform were blocked. In these
cases, the teacher’s response was very important in
how fast these issues were tackled without affecting
the concentration of students. On the other hand, at
the beginning of the process, some students showed
poor behavior because they either finished the tasks
before the rest of the students or got distracted by
visiting other web pages on the computer. The follow-
ing excerpts illustrate these situations:

E20: “On top of that, the advanced and inter-
mediate students finished the task and started
making noise and walking around the classroom
disturbing their classmates” (Field notes).

E21: “In some cases, they got distracted by the
videos and I had to guide them to the activity
again” (Teacher’s journal).

Despite the beauty of new technologies, the
teacher must be always ready to solve the problems
that may threaten the learning process. That is why
planning is a key element of any language teaching
approach.

After analyzing the four categories, we can
affirm that the implementation of DI brings positive
changes to the EFL learning process. Students feel
more comfortable because the different tasks are
planned according to their interests, learning styles,
and level of readiness. It is evident that students
enjoyed performing the tasks in the VLE while
learning at their own pace. Furthermore, the dif-
ferent roles the teacher played become fundamental
for the successful implementation of DI. Actions
like providing strategies, anticipating the problems,
facilitating the learning process, and reflecting upon
each element of the lessons promote a comfortable
classroom environment towards a more successful
learning process.

Conclusions and Pedagogical
Implications

Itis clear from the analysis above that the promo-
tion of DI-VLE had an impact on the teacher’ role,
the learning tasks, the learning environment and the
language learning process.
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The teacher performed crucial roles that
significantly impacted the teaching and learning
process. The “provider of strategies” role evidenced
the teacher’s interest in helping students cope with
difficulties when working on the different activities
in the VLE. The “problem anticipator” role showed
the teacher’s commitment with the lesson planning
and therefore with students’ learning. In the “facili-
tator” role, the teacher guided and helped students
throughout the performance of all class activities.
Lastly, the “reflective teacher” role evidenced the
teacher’s constant examination on how to solve
the different constraints presented during the les-
sons and make changes during the pedagogical
intervention. Despite the fact that there can be many
difficulties in the lessons where DI-VLE is imple-
mented, the proactive attitude of the teacher towards
these constraints is crucial to overcome them.

DI promoted a suitable learning environment that
enhanced students’ self-confidence and collaborative
work. The students recognized that their learning
is reinforced while interacting with classmates
because they can share different points of view and
knowledge. Furthermore, a VLE-based language
teaching methodology fosters students’ engagement
because they feel comfortable using technological
tools. It is clear that most of our students are not
indifferent to new technologies, which is why they
are even known in the literature as “digital natives.”
Students feel more confident and useful if the plat-
form provides clear instructions about what to do,
how to do it and what is expected of them.

The implementation of DI-VLE fosters autono-
mous learning since students are in charge of their
own learning process. Students have the opportunity
to choose the content, the process and the product
according to their interests and skills. It helps
them to approach the new concepts or skills with
a more confident and autonomous attitude. This
type of methodology encourages students to resort
to different resources and strategies that facilitate
their learning. For instance, students used online
dictionaries, translators, music, videos, as well as
negotiation of meaning and repetition as learning
strategies in most classes.
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The findings of this study are based on the
assumption that students’ differences turn into
meaningful factors for the teaching and learning
process. In this regard, Tomlinson (2001a) states:

What we share in common makes us human. How
we differ makes us individuals. In a classroom
with little or no differentiated instruction, only
student similarities seem to take center stage. In
a differentiated classroom, commonalities are
acknowledged and built upon. (p.1).

However, these differences are not generally
taken into account when teachers plan, develop
and assess their classes. A traditional instruction
approach is commonly followed in today’s class-
rooms, in which all students are expected to learn in
the same way, have the same interests and respond
alike. As already stated throughout this text, the
DI-VLE offers many possible strategies and tools
to implement in our teaching practice, based on
students’ readiness, interests, and learning profiles,
bringing outstanding learning benefits.

Some inquiries emerge after this research study:
why do teachers keep teaching in the same way?
Why do teachers not reflect on their teaching
practices and try to implement changes that target
particular learning styles? What reasons are behind
a teacher’s resistance to find such alternatives?

If teachers reflect on their daily teaching prac-
tices, they might find multiple threats and problems
in students’ learning process. DI-VLE can therefore
become the alternative response to those threats. The
incorporation of technology in the DI approach can
guarantee not only engagement for our students, but
also learning effectiveness.

Although DI may appear as time consuming, every
single effort to differentiate our teaching-learning
practices is one step closer to maximizing our students’
potential. Besides, the time invested by teachers today
can be time saved in the future.

In conclusion, this study highlights that the
DI-VLE approach can be a great alternative to
traditional English teaching methodologies, which
regularly focus on pen and paper, textbook or white-
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board activities. Besides, this alternative allows us
to shift from a teacher-centered to a more student-
centered approach.

Thus, provided that further empirical studies sup-
port the results yielded by this study, our professional
community should purposefully consider DI-VLE as
a powerful teaching alternative that will eventually
contribute to students’ language learning success.
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