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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to examine the effectiveness of podcasts and internet
forums in improving language learners’ speaking performance. An internet forum
and a variety of podcasts were developed. After initial assessment through an
IELTS sample exam, sixty participants were selected and divided into
experimental and control groups to take part in a |2-session IELTS speaking
preparation course. Throughout the course, the control groups received their
language lessons and tasks through books or by the teacher while the experimental
groups received their lessons and tasks via podcasts, an internet forum, or the
teacher. At the end of the treatment period both groups tock part in an IELTS
interview and the results showed that the treatment group performed significantly
better. In addition, a special section was setup to administer online polls or receive
qualitative feedback and suggestions on the development of the forums. The
participants chose interactive podcasts as their favorite podcast through an online
poll in this section. The participants also reported a positive attitude towards

participating in online forums.

Key Words: Computer assisted language learning (CALL); Mobile assisted
language learning (MALL); Podcast, Internet Forum; Computer Mediated

Communication; Vodcast



Chapter One

Introduction



1.0. Introduction

The following chapter provides a background on the evolution of Computer
Assisted Language Learning (CALL) from the 1960s onwards. It also provides an
account of the effects of language learning paradigms on CALL. Then, it sets out
to define the statement of the problem and the significance of the study. Finally, it
provides the purpose of the study, including the research questions and
hypotheses, and finishes by defining the key terms and the limitations of the

study.

1.1. Background

The use of technology in language learning has recently been of great interest and
in the past decade noticeable developments in CALL applications and websites
have been observed. Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) has been
defined as “the search for and study of applications on the computer in language
teaching and learning" (Levy, 1997, p. 1). The first instances of CALL date back
to the 1960°s with the beginning of computer assisted instruction projects like

PLATO and TICCIT (Levy. 1997).

The history and evolution of CALL has been summarized by different key figures
like Levy (1996) and Fotos and Brown {2004), but perhaps the best known is
Warschauer's (1996) "Three Phases of CALL’, where he discusses the increasing
number of ways that computers have been used for language learning and
teaching.

The first phase of CALL is behavioristic CALL (Kern & Warschauer, 2000;
Warschauer, 1996). It presented the computer as a ‘tutor” and was mainly used in
the 1960s and 1970s, based on the teaching principles of structural linguistics and

the audio-lingual method (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Behavioristic CALL



mostly consisted of drill-and-practice programs and was not intended to be used
as a replacement but rather a complimentary component to classroom instruction.
It is worth mentioning that such drill programs are still utilized for vocabulary
study and grammar practice because rereated exposure to such material has
shown to promote acquisition and the computer both gives feedback and helps the
learners to explore the material on their own pace, therefore fostering learner

autonomy (Ellis, 2002; Fotos, 2001).

By the end of the 1970s, communicative approaches based on meaning-focused
language use challenged structuralists” and behaviorists® extensive focus on
formal aspects of language teaching (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). This marked the
beginning of the second phase of CALL, referred to as “Communicative CALL”
(Kern & Warschauer, 2000; Warschauer, 1996).

According to Fotos and Brown (2003). during this phase CALL programs
consisted of language games, reading and writing practice, text reconstruction,
cloze tests, and puzzies. However, once again the computer had the role of “tutor”
for the student, a "teacher in the machine" (Levy, 1997, p. 14). A third model
during this second phase was the computer as “tool’ (Levy, 1997, p. 65). In this
model. according to Warschauer (1996). the computer did not offer language-
learning activities but facilitated the students' understanding and use of the target
language by offering software such as word processors. spelling and grammar

checkers. and desktop publishing programs.

The third phase of CALL, known as integrative CALL, began in the mid-1990s
and paralleled with the development of powerful desktop computers, the Internet,
local area networks (LLANs), multimedia, and linked resources known as
hypermedia (Warschauer, 1996). This phase was also in line with constructivist
approaches that were becoming the shifting pedagogical paradigm of the time
(Rogerson-Revell, 2007). In the Vygotskyan sociocultural model of language
learning, interaction is a necessary element for the creation of meaning. Thus,
one-on-one interaction is an inseparable feature of many current CALL activities.
Integrative CALL offers different types of synchronous (Chat, VoIP, Web

conferencing etc.) and Asynchronous (blogging, Discussion bulletins etc.)



communication. In this phase the role of the computer extends beyond its
traditional role and becomes not only & “tool” but also a “messenger” and
“manager” (Rogerson-Revell. 2007. p. 60). Another distinctive feature of
integrative CALL is the gradual change from language-learning software and CD-
ROMs to Web-based activities that allow learners flexible, self-paced access to

information (Lin & Hsieh, 2001; Warschauer, 1999).

As can be seen, CALL has always evolved alongside the technological advances
and language teaching paradigis of its time. Goodwin-Jones (2005) states that
“new technologies, or new uses of existing technologies, continue to provide
unique opportunities for language learning” (p. 9). For the past decade, the
technological advancement of personal computers (PCs) and networks has grown
beyond belief. As processing and networking capacities become stronger,
opportunities emerge for the development of technology enhanced learning
objects and online learning websites that would make effective use of the potential

of such technologies.

Such technological advancements have created new learning modes like mobile
assisted language learning (MALL). The term MALL was coined by Chinnery
(2006), who maintained that digital handsets such as mobile phones, PDAs and

iPods are effective tools for language fearning.

Much of the interest in the issue of CALL came with the advent of Web 2.0 at the
turn of the century after the year 2000. The term Web 2.0 refers to the second
generation of the World Wide Web, with its focus on enabling people to
collaborate and share information. Such architecture of participation is a transition
from static HTML Web pages to a more dvhamic Web that is more organized and
is based on serving Web applications to users. Other improved functionality of
Web 2.0 includes open communication with an emphasis on Web-based
communities of users, and more open sharing of information. It should be noted
that, over time, Web 2.0 has been used more as a marketing term than a computer
science term. Blogs, Wikis, and Web services are all seen as components of Web

2.0. (O’Reilly, 2005)



In 2000, a special issue of TESOL Quarierly looked at the prospective role of
technology in ELT. Many of the articles discussed how technology was likely to
affect English language teaching in the coming years. They suggested broad
changes that extend beyond methods of classroom instruction to changes in
communication in and outside the classroom, changing requirements for
professional development, and changes in the English language itself. A
substantial amount of the suggested changes referred to the integration of different
modes of CMC (computer mediated communication) like online discussion
forums, email and blogging into Ianguaée learning courses. Similarly, Chappele
(2001) stressed that electronic literacy is an aspect of the everyday lives of
Janguage [earners, and that “anyone concerned with second language teaching and
learning in the twenty-first century needs to grasp the nature of the unique
technology-mediated tasks learners can engage in for language acquisition and
how such tasks can be used for assessment” (p. 2). It is safe to assume that
technology is inextricably intertwined with our everyday life in the twenty-first
century and, by logic, it is prone to be intecrated in L2 teaching in the postmodern
world. Nowadays, many of such integrations can be seen as textbooks like Inside
Reading (2009), American English File (2009), and Oxford Word Skills (2009) all

offer companion websites and software components.

1.2. Statement of the probiem

Although applications of CALL and MALL are atready taking place, it is rarely
exhibited in the language learning context of Iran. From a technical outlook, this
issue might be partially rooted in the limited internet bandwidth and,
consequently, connection speed in Iran. According to the quarterly report of
Akamai in 2011, Iran is ranked 146 amongst 152 countries in terms of internet
bandwidth per customer. This does not mean, however, that there are fewer
internet users in Iran. In fact, in the Middle East, Iran has had the highest growth
rate in the past seven years and also has the highest number of internet users as of
lately. According to the Internet World Stats report (2011) lran had only 250,000

internet users in 2000 and, since then, the number has been steadily increasing to a



point where, in 2011, there are now 36.500,000 internet users in Iran. These
statistics show that Iranians have grown accustomed to the internet and use it on a
daily basis but may not be able to take full advantage of all the internet has to

offer due to low bandwidth which results in low-speed internet connections.

This digital divide is possibly the basis ¢ why CALL and, in particular, online
learning and MALL are relatively unexplored areas of both research and practice
in our country. According to Warschauer {2010) “the term ‘digital divide’ refers
to the gap between those with access to computers, the Internet, and online
information and those who lack such access” (p. 1551). Some might say that
Iranians have access to internet connections but it should be noted that these
internet connections are categorized as narrowband whereas out of 152 countries
studied in the Akamai 2011 quarterly report only ten countries had narrowband

internet connections and the rest had broadband connections.

However, putting forward technical aspects like slow internet connections as a
comprehensive and valid explanation for the current situation leaves much to be
desired; as with all educational problems, this issue is of a multifaceted nature and
roots in a diverse set of conditions. There are a few CALL studies developed in
fran to enlighten us on the pedagogical or even technological aspects of such an
issue. Such studies focus on some aspects of CALL like Iranian students’ use of
meta-cognitive strategies while approaching online texts (Marandi & Mokhtarnia,
2010). Ghabanchi and Anbarestani (2008) investigated the effectiveness of CALL
programs on expanding lexical knowledge of Iranian intermediate EFL learners
and the results showed increased contextual knowledge and accurate
pronunciation on the part of the learners who used CALL applications. As of
recently, in 2010, a number of CALL research articles were presented in the
Second International Conference on E-Learning and E-Teaching (ICELET) at
Amirkabir University of Tehran. These articles discussed CALL related issues
such as CMC, online collaboration, etc. For instance, Alizadeh and Sadeghi
(2010) examined the effect of E-mail exchange programs on learners’
communicative writing skill where they replaced the face-to-face interaction of
the classroom with E-mail exchanges. Unfortunately, it can be seen that none of

them have attempted to develop their own CALL components or MALL



components to examine their effectiveness in the language teaching context of
tran and neither did they venture into the smerging technologies of the time like
podeasting or evolved modes of computer mediated communication (CMC) like
discussion forums. Hence, this study attempts to investigate the effects of internet
forums and podcasts as CALL assignments on the speaking performance of

lranian EFL learners.

1.3. Significance of study

Although the research findings in other countries regarding the effectiveness and
current deficiencies of CALL are of value. Iran’s unique context, with respect to
the technical issues mentioned above, should be taken into consideration; so, any
explanation or solution given regarding the application of CALL in Iran could
merely be considered as a logical argument based on CALL principles rather than
facts and information revealed through localized research. By integrating the latest
CALL components like podcasts and internet forums in a language course and
examining the learning outcomes, valuable insight could be gained on the benefits
of such components in the language learning context of Iran where students might
still be relatively unfamiliar with CALL approaches. [n addition to examining the
benefits of such CALL components like podcasts and internet forums, this study
will also provide first-hand experience with the difficulties in implementing such
components as well as an opportunity to observe aspects like students® perception
and usage patterns. This study will definitely not answer all the questions about
the application of CALL components like podcasts and internet forums in
Janguage learning, but it hopefully will be the first of many experiments that

contribute to a better understanding of this issue.



1.4. Purpose of the study

The purpose of the study was to develop a set of podcasts accompanied by
discussion forums for the first part of the 1ELTS speaking module and to examine
their effectiveness in the speaking performance of Iranian EFL learners. Through
the development of such podcasts, the prasent study will provide the context to
examine the effect of podcasts and discussion forums on EFL students’ speaking
in its intended context. Moreover, the researcher will explain the steps taken for
the development of the podcasts. Hopeful'y, despite the aforementioned technical
setbacks, with informed decisions based on research and specialist knowledge,
different modes of CALL such as podcasting and discussion forums can be set as

valuable elements of language learning courses in lran.

1.4.1. Research questions
This study attempts to address the following question:

1. Do Iranian EFL students preparing for the [ELTS speaking module
perform better when exposed to CALL assignments such as listening to
podcasts than when exposed to traditional assignments?

2. What types of podcast (vocabulary, grammar, or integrative podcasts) are

more helpful for Iranian EFL students?

1.4.2. Research hypotheses

1. EFL students preparing for the IELTS speaking module do not perform
better when exposed to CALL assignments such as listening to podcasts
than when exposed to traditional assignments,

2. No specific type of podeast (vocabulary, grammar, or integrative podcasts)

is more helpful for Iranian EFL students.



1.5. Definition of key terms

Computer mediated communication (CMC): A type of communicative

transaction through the use of two or more networked computers. (Henderson,

2009)

Asynchronous computer mediated com:nunication: A type of CMC occurring
without time constraints and the participants interacting any time they want.

(Henderson, 2009)

Internet forum: An online discussion sitc where people can hold conversations
and discussions in the form of posted messages. It differs from chat room in that
messages are at least temporarily stored in a database. The type of communication

in internet forums is asynchronous. (Henderson, 2009)

Podeast: A series of digital media files that is released episodically and often

downloaded automatically through subscrintion on the Web. (Henderson, 2009)

Interactive podcast: A podcast in which two or more speakers interact.

{Henderson, 2009)
Vodeast: A type of podcast in the form of video. (Henderson, 2009)

Rich Site Summary (RSS): A format for delivering regularly changing web
content. It allows you to easily stay informed by retrieving the latest content from
the sites you are interested in. You save time by not needing to visit each site

individually. (Henderson, 2009)
Atom: Another type of content delivery system like RSS. (Henderson, 2009}

Mobile assisted language learning (MALL): an approach to language learning
that is assisted or enhanced through the use of a portable handheld device.

(Henderson, 2009)
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1.6. Limitations of the study

Like all studies, this study suffers from some limitations, as follows:

1. The short treatment period (one month) might not have allowed for the
researcher to observe the full-fiedged effects of podcasts and internet

forums on the speaking performance of the subjects.
2. The limited number of subjects was also a limitation of the study.

3. A very controlled environment throughout the experiment resulted in

subject loss.



