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abstract

The adaptation to the European Space of Higher Education and to the new demands of the labor market 
has produced a shift in university education, which has changed from being teacher-centered to being 
learner-centered. Following this trend, at the Public University of Navarre, a blended course of English 
for Agriculture was created using the virtual platform WebCT. In this chapter, we forward a description 
of content organization and resources used, analyze students’ attainments and perceptions, and finally 
conclude with a reflection on the effect various organizations have produced in students, together with 
future trends in the use of WebCT in our context.

introduction

Spanish universities are immersed in a process of 
modernization due to the creation of the European 
Space for Higher Education, which should be a re-
ality in 2010. The process started with the Bologna 
Declaration signed in 1999 and had among its main 
objectives the recognition and homogenization 
of degrees1 to facilitate the mobility of students 
and university staff, and the adaptation to the 

new demands of the labor market, especially the 
development of new skills and lifelong learning, 
to increase competitiveness.

In the Spanish University community, the 
process is involving a profound change in meth-
odology as the focus of education shifts from the 
teacher to the student in how subjects’ credits are 
measured and in the emphasis on students’ skills 
and lifelong learning. 
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The Spanish University system was based 
on a classical methodological stand, where the 
professor was the focus of the process of learn-
ing. University courses had credits assigned 
that accounted for the number of hours of direct 
tuition, and the transmitted knowledge tended to 
be theoretical and hardly transferable to the labor 
world. Moreover, all the courses were campus-
based and thus unable to meet the demand for 
flexible and autonomous lifelong learning.

In contrast, the European Space for Higher 
Education introduces European credits—called 
ECTs—that measure the total number of hours 
a student has to work in each course, and thus 
represent students’ workload. Furthermore, it 
places emphasis on practical knowledge as “[in 
the labor market] it tends to be knowledge about 
processes that is highly valued—knowledge how, 
rather than knowledge about” (Dovey, 2006, p. 
390), and on the development of inestimable skills 
such as teamwork, oral expression, organizational 
skill, public speaking, and planning, which are 
all transferable to the labor world. Consequently, 
methodology has to become more learner-cen-
tered, concentrating on specific students’ needs 
and trying to individualize their learning. Finally, 
the European Space for Higher Education also 
emphasizes the importance of flexible, autono-
mous, lifelong learning and the need to offer 
courses adaptable to workers’ time constraints 
at our universities.

The need to adapt our subject—English for 
Agriculture—to the new demands of the Euro-
pean Space for Higher Education and to create a 
virtual space for students unable to attend classes 
encouraged us to start using a virtual platform, 
WebCT, in combination with face-to-face classes 
to create a blended course2. 

Although the quantity of excellent research 
concentrating on new technologies and their use 
for language learning, especially on the design 
of CALL activities, task-based projects, and in-
novative ways of using technology (Chapelle, 
2001; Felix, 1999, 2000; Warschauer, 2000, 2001) 

is large, and there is literature on the benefits and 
features of virtual platforms (Burgess, 2003; Jager, 
2004; Ngai, Poon & Chan, 2007; Polisca, 2006; 
Yip, 2004)—one of the resources most widely 
used in universities—reports and analyses of 
how they are used, how resources are organized, 
and the effect various organizations may have 
on the final users, the students, are surprisingly 
scarce. These descriptive accounts are necessary 
because otherwise, “with much writing on CALL 
by those at the forefront of theoretical research, 
there is sometimes the danger that teachers are 
left behind in a cloud of publications” (Littlemore 
& Oakey, 2004, p. 96).

In this chapter, our aim is to provide such an 
account by describing the process of creating a 
course of English for Agriculture. First, a peda-
gogical background for the use of WebCT in our 
context will be forwarded. Then, the possibilities 
of WebCT for language learning and its use at 
our university will be explained to continue with 
a description of our project, which focused on 
how changes in the organization of WebCT and 
the addition of new features affected students’ 
attainments, use, and perceptions. Finally, future 
trends and general conclusions about our experi-
ence will be analyzed.

background

New technologies have a number of widely recog-
nized advantages that are very useful for the new 
teaching methodology brought about by the new 
concept of learner-centered education demanded 
by the European Space of Higher Education. 
First, they are an element of innovation, which 
is highly motivating for the pupil, and introduce 
the student to “methods and ‘tools’ which may 
be applied in the workplace” (Dovey, 2006, p. 
388). They also develop the capacity “to adapt to 
an ever-changing world and to compete in equal 
conditions with undergraduates from other coun-
tries” (Roldán, 2005, p. 302). Furthermore, they 
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