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ABSTRACT

The central purpose of this paper is to see if the implementation of technology, specifically the Internet and podcast, in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom enhanced learning as opposed to traditional, paper and pen, methods.  Our results were based on a podcast with the use of a pre-test and post-test, which were given to adult ESL learners.  Our research showed that there was no statistically significant difference in using computer-based instruction.  However, other research findings conclude that learning is enhanced with the use of technology due to participant preferences and perceptions.  It is therefore recommended that technology continue to be integrated into the classroom.  

Does the Use of Computer Tools, Specifically podcast and the Internet in the English as a Second Language Classroom, Enhance Student Learning as Opposed to Traditional, Paper and Pen, Methods?

General Statement of the Problem

Technology has become ever so present in the classroom environment.  This is evidenced by the presence of computer banks in the classroom setting, the presence of internet connectivity in classrooms, technology initiatives being passed, technology competency requirements for future instructors and the acquisition of new and cutting edge technology for placement in the classroom setting (Duke University, 2006).  The presence of all this technology and the political support behind it would seem to indicate technology is an excellent tool for success in the classroom.  In an attempt to validate the effectiveness of incorporating technology in instruction, specifically with English as a Second Language (ESL) learner, a preliminary literature review was conducted prior to this study.  The results of this review provided a mixture of information that was not conclusive enough for acceptance, thus this study was conducted to determine the impact of technology as it relates to the ESL learner in the Even Start Adult Education class of Snowline Unified School District.

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) has been cited as a powerful tool that assists the special needs learner (including ESL learners), increases motivation and allows for increased self-exploration (Garcia & Arias, 2000).  Another report by Angelo and Woosley (2007) indicates students may feel the incorporation of technologies and mediums, such as PowerPoint and other multimedia tools, optimizes their learning in the classroom setting.  This same study also indicated that there was not statistically significant difference in the student’s actual learning, however there was a positive perception related to the use of technology.  

In the classroom environment being studied for this project, the instructor in fact had a bank of computers, as well as Internet access available to her.  The computers, podcasts and the internet had been previously used with the assumption that they were of benefit to the ESL learners (Skillman, 2007), however there was not evidentiary proof of such.  In addition, the preliminary literature review did not provide any clear-cut evidence regarding the positive impact on learning for the ESL learner. 

Review of Related Literature

Computer-Based Learning

The inclusion of computer-based learning greatly enhances a child’s ability to read, write, and comprehend abstract ideas. It also makes it easier for Non-Native speakers to learn another language. Computer based learning breaks down concepts, enabling them to understand the basic concepts of the English language and thereby making their assimilation process much smoother.  According to Alan Hirvela (2005), since the early, 1980’s, second language (L2) writing specialists have been examining possible roles for computers in L2 writing instruction. How and to what extent, L2 students use computers for academic literacy purposes beyond the writing classroom, which is across the curriculum, has not received much attention.  He concludes that the common goal of L2 college level writing courses is to prepare students to write in these other domains.  Therefore, an awareness of computer based literacy activities in non-L2 writing courses is essential to the cause of helping L2 writing instructors connect what students learn in their courses to how they write (and read) in other courses (p. 337).

Computer-Based Learning and Second Language Acquisition

The number of students studying English as a Second language is increasing. Abdurrahman Ghaleb Almekhlafi (2006) believes that there needs to be greater efforts in having students improve their language skills. He states, “in the realm of Second-Language Acquisition (SLA), the most recent efforts to enhance the process of language learning has involved computer technology (Al-Saghayer, 2001, p.202)”. The author concludes that, Interactive multimedia (IMM) is one of the latest developments that has been used in the field of language learning (427).

Preferred Learning Style of Second-Language Learners of English

Another study indicated that both Native and Non-Native Speakers and Native-Speakers of English preferred a certain learning style in the classroom. Joy M. Reid (1987) states: 

Research with U.S. school children (R. Dunn, 1983, 1984; Reiner, 1976) has demonstrated that learners have four basic perceptual learning channels (or modalities):

1. Visual learning: reading, studying charts.

2. Auditory learning: listening to lectures, audiotapes.

3. Kinesthetic learning: experimental learning, that is, total physical involvement with a learning situation.

4. Tactile learning: “hands-on” learning, such as building models or doing laboratory experiments. (p.89)

The author concludes, that ESL students strongly preferred kinesthetic and tactile 

learning styles and that most did not like working in groups.

In another report, Sherry A Woosley & Jill M. D’Angelo (2007) state:  Technology has evolved and become more central to teaching and learning.  Overhead projectors were used to deliver course material in classrooms in the 1960’s and 1970’s (Neal, 1998).  Today professors are using more advanced technology such as PowerPoint and Blackboard courses to deliver information (Bork, 2000; Mines, 2000).  In spite of the apparent trend toward increasing the usage of more modern forms of technology in the classroom, the confluence of technology in the classroom is being debated within academe. (p.462) 

The students, who used this type of learning environment, increased their academic performance level. The author states that visual aids improved the children’s retention rate, and it allowed them to process and absorb the information better. In essence, PowerPoint or any type of visual aid enhances students’ learning by adding variety to the delivery of course materials (p. 467).

Some researchers also believe that computer-based technology greatly enhances the at-risk students’ ability to do better in school.  Quan Li & K.A. Edmonds (2005) argue that, at-risk students fail academic courses factored by family socio-economic conditions, family instability or tragedy, or having a sibling who drops out of school (p. 144).  The concern with being an at-risk student and facing socio-economic conditions is that at-risk students do not or may not have access to technology (computers, internet, power-point, etc.).  Without technology, it makes it difficult for a student to achieve higher performance in school. 

Types of Learning Environments

Computer Assisted Language-Learning.  Studies also show that CALL (Computer Assisted Language Learning) can facilitate second-language acquisition and improve person’s interpersonal communication skills. In their article, Mercedes Rico Garcia & Filomena Vinagre Arias (2000), mention that the advantages of CALL is that it facilitates the acquisition of communication competencies and language skills and that there is the possibility for students to learn or interact at their own pace: ‘the computer created a new classroom context that appears to invite task-related interaction among students’ (Johnson, 1991). CALL is seen as a new learning mode that offers easier access to greater amounts of information.  It also offers individualized learning that could help overcome important problems, such as multi-level classes and special-needs learners’ integration (p. 458).  The authors’ study also showed how students benefit differently when taking a printed test versus a computer assist test and according to how much access they had to both types of the references, printed or computer (p. 464).  

E.  Cutrim Schmid (2006) also believes that CALL can be an essential component in the classroom.  In his study, he uses the critical theory of technology to show how the integration of the interactive whiteboard into the language classroom contributes to the development of CALL research and practice in general.  He states, “A critical theory of technology considers that each piece of technology is constructed by the interaction between its design and how it’s appropriated by its users” (p.49).  

Discussion Boards and Chat Rooms.  Interpersonal communication is a good way to learn a new language and to interact with other people.  Zha, S., Kelly, P. , Park, M., & Fitzgerald, G. (2006) studied the way elementary-age ESL students communicated in chat rooms. The authors state, “The purpose of the study is to investigate students’ communicative competence in a computer mediated communication environment”.
They concluded that changes were found in children’s use of language for social purposes and appropriate use of language in different social and cultural settings (349).
Benefits of Computer-Based Learning

There are many challenges and benefits of using computer-based learning in the classroom.  Lynda Terrill (2000) believes that there are many benefits of using computer-based instruction to teach English.  She believes that one benefit of using computer-based instruction is that English learners like computers and technology.  In her study, she includes an excerpt from David Rosen’s (1996) study:

Adult literacy/basic education/ English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) students are beginning to use the internet and are very interested in using it for a wide range of purposes: learning (e.g. to improve reading and writing skills, or take a course); to access a wide variety of information (e.g. information about the their native countries); for classes at school; for shopping; to communicate with friends, family members, and for the sense of control and power one can feel when using a computer or the internet.  (p.2) 

Another benefit of using computer-based learning is that numerous skills can be developed through Internet activities. The author goes on to say that using the Internet can facilitate the development of language skills, employability skills, and critical literacy.  She also feels that since the information is not always objective, it is also a great place for ESOL learners to develop critical literacy skills. She concludes, that the web provides opportunities for students to learn to question, classify, and analyze what they read (Silc, 1998, p.3).

Challenges of Computer-Based Learning

Lynda Terrill (2000) believes that there are challenges in computer-based learning, both in content and language, that may keep adult learners from benefiting from the Internet. Another challenge is that some ESOL programs have limited or no Internet access. The author concludes, that the training needs and costs are just too high to include this instruction in classroom.  “Equally steep is the cost to train teachers to use computers and the Internet in the classroom” (p.4).  Larry Condetti & Heidi Spruck Wrigley (2004) conclude, “At the same time, adult educational researchers face increasing demands to be more responsive to the field by designing studies and presenting findings that are more accessible to teachers who need to know research-based practices that will improve the literacy and language skills of adult English learners” (p.1).

Research Question

In this study, the research question is, “Does instruction via the use of the internet and a podcast result in an increase in learning for ESL learners as compared to the traditional paper and pen format of instruction”.  While the question can take many forms and the definition and types of technology is quite broad, it was determined to be more beneficial to narrow the research study to a specific technology tool.  For this research project, the chosen tool was the use of the Internet and a podcast, which could easily be transcribed for the control groups use of paper and pencil. 

Definition of Terms

During the course of this study, several terms were encountered which require defining.  The first term to be defined is technology.  Technology can include audio, visual, interactive, and computer based learning tools.  For this study, technology is defined as a computer, Internet based, interactive podcast.  A podcast is, for this study, defined as a audio, visual, Internet based file listened to by participants with the use of headphones.  Another technical term requiring definition is CALL.  The acronym CALL represents Computer Assisted Language Learning that can be used by anyone needing assistance in language acquisition.  In this study, the CALL consisted of the computer, the Internet, and the chosen podcast.  The terms ESOL, ESL, L2, and SLA were all used to define person learning a second language.   The acronyms ESL, SLA, ESOL, and L2 were all used to define persons learning a second language.  The acronym ESL represents an English as a Second Language learner, SLA represents Second Language Acquisition, while ESOL represents English for Speakers of Other Languages, and finally L2 represents Second Language.  While all of these acronyms apply to a person learning English as a second language, acquiring English or even to more generically to the issue of persons having a second language, the common theme and application was that of the acquisition of English as a language other than their own native one.  For the purpose of this study, the more general, and possibly more commonly used, term of ESL was used as a baseline term with the group understanding it as a term to be used to represent any non-native English speaker.  

Significance of the Proposed Study

The results of this study can be used in a variety of ways.  The first form of significance will be directly related to the specific classroom that is used as a study group.  The results should be used as a feedback tool for the instructor to determine if the continued use of the internet and podcast is actually benefiting, hindering the students, having no effect or even being misused as a replacement tool for direct instruction.  

The results can also be published to a target audience of instructors of adult ESL learners as a way to add more evidence to the current research and literature already available on the subject matter.  

A final, and possibly unexpected, result will be the unveiling of additional issues and or barriers related to the use of technology in instruction.  Such issues or barriers can then be further explored in future research and studies.

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Study Participants

Participants in this study consisted of 13 Adult English as a Second Language (ESL) students selected from an Even Start Adult Basic Skills program offered by the Snowline Joint Unified School District in San Bernardino, California and taught by Judi Skillman, one of the research group members.  There were 11 female and 2 male participants and, at the time of the study, all had been studying language acquisition skills using both the control method of paper and pencil, as well as the experimental method of computer based interactive learning.  The group consisted of native speakers of Spanish, Korean, and Thai.  Out of approximately 25 students these 13 students were part of a core group of 15 that participate in class on a regular basis.  The participants division into control group (n=7) and experimental group (n=6) was done randomly, literally through the drawing of names.

Instrumentation and Data Collection


The research group set out to find an interactive computer based lesson that could help answer our initial research question and fit within our budgeted time frame.  Specifically, we were searching for a self-contained lesson, targeting the ESL student, which could be taught within the 3-hour class session.  Its content also needed to be pertinent to one of the current classroom curriculum categories and not rely too heavily on acquiring new computer skills.  The chosen program also needed to be easily transcribed into a more traditional paper and pencil lesson format thus assuring equal information between the control and experimental group.


The web site, “Listen to English – Learn English.  The Podcast Website for People Learning English” was chosen for this study.  All participants in this classroom, prior to the study, had already used this website’s weekly podcasts, thus no new technical instruction was required.  There is a direct link to an on-line dictionary that can be accessed on the same page as the written text for the podcasts.  Students follow along and read the text while listening to the author read and annunciate the written text aloud.  We chose an archived podcast that covered the topic of rubbish and recycling which paralleled with the current Environmental Science theme being discussed in class.  This podcast’s material had not been covered in class prior to the experiment.

Both groups were given the same pre and posttests and both the tests were identical.  The tests emphasized 2 categories (Reading Comprehension and Vocabulary).  The goal was to measure students’ prior knowledge of the podcast’s content, “Rubbish and Recycling”.  The Reading Comprehension test was designed by the podcasts’ author, Peter Carter, and consisted of 10 True/False type questions.  The Vocabulary test was designed by the instructor, Judi Skillman, and validated by the rest of the research group. It consisted of 10 matching questions (Vocabulary to Definition).

Prior to group division all participants were given a skills review of the computer’s web site www.listen-to-english.com, and its on-line dictionary component.

Students then cleared off their tables and remained seated.  A pretest was then administered to the entire group. The same test was used for all students.  Names were then drawn and students were divided into either a control (paper and pencil) group or an experimental (computer) group.  Students then seated themselves in front of a computer (experimental group) or at a table (control group).

Each participant in the experimental group was given a computer and headphones to listen to the podcast.  Students were encouraged to listen to the podcast as many times as they felt they needed, and to use the dictionary as often as they felt necessary.  No paper or pencil was used and no time limit was set.

The control group was given a printed copy of the podcast’s text.  It was in the same format as the computer version.  Each student was also given an English bilingual dictionary in their native language as well as paper and pencil for underlining and note taking.  No time limit was set.

Both groups were given a secondary assignment to work on while waiting for the rest of the class to complete their lesson.  Once the entire class was finished with the lesson, students from both treatment groups then received the same posttest.  The posttest was the same as the pretest.

Both groups were asked to write a brief response to each of the following evaluation questions posted on the board:

1. What did you like about your group’s method of learning?  (Computer or Paper and Pencil)

2. What didn’t you like about it?

3. What are the advantages of using this method?

4. What are the disadvantages?

Data Treatment Procedures

All students were given the computer skills review and the pretest prior to group division.  Both the computers and work tables are located within the classroom, thus affording both groups to remain in the familiar surroundings of their classroom while working through the lesson, and allowing the instructor to facilitate any unforeseeable difficulties, technical and or otherwise.

Pre and posttests were analyzed using descriptive statistical techniques for mean, median, and mode (see Table 1).

The group reviewed the students’ posttest evaluation answers for any recurring themes (see Table 2).

Presentation of Findings

This study sought to shed some light on the initial research question asking what effect computer based technology had on the ESL students when used as an instructional tool.  The researchers brought a degree of prior knowledge to the experiment through their own experiences and literature reviews.  It was hoped the small-scale experiment they carried out would add yet another piece to the puzzle we call Education.

The data analysis for the pretest vs. posttest revealed an overall gain in achievement in ESL skills (see Table 1).  However no statistical significant difference was revealed between the experimental and the control group method of teaching.

The student evaluation question did yield some surprising finds.  Most all the students preferred to use the computer when working independently.  The first most popular reason was speed, or as one student wrote, “ I like the computer because is faster.  You just had to follow. When you use the dictionary is faster.”  And the second most popular reason related to annunciation.  “I like on the computer because I can listen and hear the words I more understand than when I read.”  

When asked about the disadvantages of computer use the control group was unanimous in their response reflecting on the fact that not everybody has a computer and there exists an advantage over those without.  As one student who is relatively new to the use of computers stated, “I don’t like to feel more comfortable superior than the people use just a paper and pencil.”  

And finally, what seems to be a universal grudge among computer users world wide, appears to hold true to this research group’s mini piece of the puzzle as well… the idea that we lose track of time while working on the computer. Ah yes, that one “click” to that one link, just a quick side distraction while looking up a word in the on-line dictionary.  One student stated it best, “I spend so many time when I use the computer, I don’t realize the time.”

Within the control group the recurring themes were the disadvantage of not being able to hear the words pronounced when working independently, and the advantage of being able to work at your own speed.  “I like the paper and pencil use because you can read more slow and take notes.”

TABLE 1.  DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS.  A MEASURE OF CENTRAL TENDANCIES OF PARTICIPANTS ACHIEVEMENT IN ESL SKILLS (PAPER & PENCIL VERSUS COMPUTER)

	
	PRETEST
	POSTTEST

	
	Mean

(%)
	Median

(%)
	Mode

(%)
	Mean

(%)
	Median

(%)
	Mode

(%)

	Control Group (n=7) Paper & Pencil
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comprehension
	57
	50
	2 @ 40, 50, & 70
	71
	80
	80

	Vocabulary
	63
	60
	60
	83
	100
	100

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Experimental Group (n=6) Computer
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comprehension
	52
	50
	2 @ 40 & 50
	77
	80
	80

	Vocabulary
	73
	80
	2 @ 40, 80, & 100
	93
	100
	100


Limitations of the Design

During the course of our research, we encountered limitations pertaining to a small sample size.  Although the groups were randomly assigned, there was the probability of the more knowledgeable students being assigned to one group and the less knowledgeable to the other.  In the same way, we had no control over the student’s level of knowledge in the material presented or in their mastery level of the English language.  The study did not distinguish the students’ behavior and attitudinal characteristics.  This study was limited to an adult English learners’ class. 

Technical limitations existed in that the test questions in the computer program were “self-correcting” and the test questions on paper were not.  This limitation was alleviated by transcribing the computer test questions onto paper.  (See Appendices B)

CONCLUSION

All in all, our research showed no statistically significant difference in the use of podcast in instruction as compared to traditional paper and pencil instruction. This is not to say that technology and ESL learning should not be interrelated.  Much of our research shows technology can make a difference in ESL learners.  More research needs to be done with regards to podcast as a specific tool.

Recommendations for Further Research

Future studies on the topic of technology integration in ESL classroom instruction should try to eliminate the limitations encountered within this study.  One recommendation would be to use larger sample sizes, as well as podcasts with various` content matter.  It would be further recommended that school age participants, in specific K-12, be studied to determine if their exposure or competency level with computers yield different results than that of adults.  An additional recommendation is to repeat the study procedures to the same samples, just in a variety of content matter.  This would allow greater insight into probable trends.  If the same samples are used, then the control and experimental groups can be reversed.  


Additional potential areas for future research, based on limitations encountered within this study, include:  replicate of the study design with control of the gender ratio, and determining if the use of audio technology in the classroom increases the students' motivation level to do work, not necessarily obtaining higher scores, or if it in fact increases learning.  
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