SPECIAL SECTION  Practical Strategies for Online Education

an language skills really be

taught effectively online? If so,

what strategies are most effec-

tive? Can these skills be prop-
erly assessed in the online environ-
ment? If so, how? This article
explores strategies that can be used to
effectively teach and assess the lan-
guage skills of students in online lan-
guage classes at the undergraduate
and graduate levels.

Strategies for Teaching Language
Skills Online

This section presents five strate-
gies that can be used to teach lan-
guage skills online: (1) video produc-
tion, (2) online forum discussion, (3)
Web conferencing, (4) Website cre-
ation, and (5) process writing. These
strategies aim to develop the follow-
ing language skills: listening, speak-
ing, reading, and writing. None of
them focuses on one specific lan-
guage skill, but rather endeavors,
where possible, to integrate all of
them.

Teaching and ASSESSING | visrasicn

This strategy can be used by both

. . teachers and students. The teacher
a n g U a g e | S n | n e can create video lectures, to which

students respond by creating their

own videos. In an online class, lec-

In a face-to-face classroom, teaching and assess- tures can be prepared in written,

. . . audio, and/or video formats—or bet-

ing language skills can be a formidable task. ter yet, in all three modalities. Stu-
dents may need to choose the written

With the arrival of the digital era and online educa- or audio format, depending on local

conditions such as the strength or
speed of the bandwidth offered by
their Internet service provider. The

. . video format, however, provides a
and dSSESS |anguage Sk|”S Onlme. stronger teacher presence, as it allows
the instructor to model the different
aspects of the language and to inspire

tion, teachers have a new assignment-to teach
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students to attain the same level.
Videos can also be utilized to
demonstrate various language skills
such as pronunciation. For example,
Arceli Rosario, the professor for an on-
line class on listening and speaking at
the Adventist International Institute of
Advanced Studies (AIIAS) in the
Philippines, prepared several five- to
seven-minute videos to demonstrate
how each phoneme is produced and
modeled how sample words such as
minimal pairs (words that vary by a
single vowel or consonant sound, e.g.

chip/cheap or fan/van) and tongue : ‘ : e

twisters should be read. She then Scene from a video depicting a tongue-twister demonstration.

“If Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers...”

shared the videos and scripts with the
students and asked them to prepare

their own videos. After completing the Box 1. Helpful Video Production Software Tools*
videos, the students uploaded them to

Moodle, the school’s learning-manage-

ment system (LMS), thereby making Digital devices make it easy to integrate videos into the online classroom.
their work available to the other mem- Cameras, phones, tablets, laptop computers, etc., are all capable of produc-
bers of the class. (See Box 1 for video ing high-quality videos in formats that can be uploaded to the LMS. Several

production tools.)
The professor next created perform-
ance videos modeling how to recite

tools exist to help produce videos from lectures, white-board illustrations, or
even the computer screen.

poems and speeches, after which the Here are a few ways to integrate video and video production resources
students did likewise and interpreted into the online classroom:

selected pieces. When one student

submitted his video, the professor 1. Slideshow narration. Audio narration can be attached to PowerPoint
commented on how much his speak- (PC) or Keynote (i0S) presentations. Once the presentation is completed,
ing skills had improved. The student select “Record Slide Show” to add voice-over audio to each slide. These
explained that the results were worth presentations can also be saved as a movie. Helpful directions can be found
the effort he put into the process. He here: Windows http://bit.ly/2FIsC4w for Microsoft products; i0S https://

watched several videos to listen and
observe how other performers inter-
preted the piece, practiced for many 2. Screencasting. Video tutorials can be shared using the screencasting
hours, recorded numerous takes, and technique, which allows the user to add a voiceover through step-by-step
even asked friends to critique his per- processes shown on the computer screen. Tools such as Adobe Captivate,

formance. Other students, even those Camtasia Studio, QuickTime player, or Sanglt are just a few that can be used
who started the class at an advanced . ,
to create and edit the video segments.

level, revealed that they had gone

apple.co/2toTxqe for Mac products.

through a similar process. 3. Animations. Add images and illustrations to video presentations by

This strategy encourages students using software such as Adobe Voice and VideoScribe. These tools can help
to engage in a process of becoming animate a video—some also provide music that can be included in the
proficient speakers of the language soundtrack

and mastering language skills based
on the modeling provided by the
teacher and others." In addition, * Sandi Lin, “Three Easy Methods to Create eLearning Videos,” eLearn-

video pr.oduction provid.es the stu- . ing Industry (September 2014): https://elearningindustry.com/3-easy-meth
dents with an opportunity for self-cri- . .
ods-create-elearning-videos.

tique and reflection,? essential skills

in language fearning .
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In the same class, using video pro-
duction as a platform, the professor
raised the requirements. Each student
was assigned to train one or more
persons to perform a selected literary
piece. The students were told to select
pieces that fit their trainees’ skill lev-
els and personalities. Some arranged
the pieces into a speech choir or a
responsive reading. Keeping in mind
the plot and theme of their selected
pieces, the students chose the setting,
sound track, choreography, and other
elements that would enhance the per-
formance of their trainees. After film-
ing the performances, they uploaded
their videos to YouTube and provided
the link in Moodle so that the profes-
sor and the other members of the
class could view them.

. -
Just like hopes sprin;
Still I'll rise.
September Jane Ranarez’s video presentation of the poem “And Still | Rise”—written by
Maya Angelou—is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_yxoQoVDago&t=20s.

Creating an Inviting Virtual Classroom
The online teacher must strive to
create an accepting and comfortable
virtual classroom atmosphere because
anxiety can be high in language
classes.? Video production can help
online students build a sense of com-
munity and minimize anxiety levels.
More than 18 years ago, Garrison et
al.,* in their groundbreaking seminal
work, emphasized the need to foster
social presence (which refers to stu-
dents’ need to relate with one another
and with the teacher at the social and

emotional level), in the online envi-
ronment.

More recent studies on social pres-
ence have confirmed its importance in
ensuring the success and satisfaction
of students in online education.’ In the
class mentioned earlier, the professor
required the students to create three-
minute videos to introduce them-
selves. Students attested that seeing
and hearing their classmates helped
them feel connected to one another.

From the start of the class, it is im-
portant that students see each of their
classmates as a real person, not just a
name—an individual with a face and
a voice. This helps to ensure that the
virtual classroom atmosphere is sup-
portive of learning.

In addition, the professor designed

g1l

the course so that each module began
with a devotional time, where each
student was assigned to present a
two- to three-minute message and
end with a short prayer recorded in
video format.® Then, using the video
as a springboard, the class shared ex-
periences and reflections. This exer-
cise provided a venue for students to
make connections using their lan-
guage skills, not only on a personal
level, but also on a spiritual one.

Online Forum Discussion (OFD)

Jose and Abidin cite Rouse’s defi-
nition of an online forum discussion
(OFD) as “any online ‘bulletin board’
which is used by the participating
writer to post or write his/her com-
ments or opinion on a given topic ex-
pecting other participants to post
their comments in response to what
has been posted first.””In a typical
online course at AIIAS, the professor
posts two discussion questions for
every module. The students are asked
to respond once to each discussion
question and at least twice to each of
their classmates’ posts.

In this platform, students utilize
different communication strategies
and hence use and develop a variety
of skills. They explain, agree, dis-
agree, defend their position, and
question others’ ideas. In the process
of doing so, they read to make in-
formed responses and learn to cite
sources both in the in-text and in the
reference entries, thereby honing
their critical-thinking and academic-
writing skills.

Online discussion forums, espe-
cially when used with small classes,
provide for rich student-student and
teacher-student interaction. To en-
sure the success of a discussion
forum, the frequency and kinds of
participation required must be clearly
articulated in the course syllabus and
rubrics. Because the conversation is
threaded (a group of messages at-
tached to an original post), the
teacher or any member of the class
can easily follow the discussion and
may choose to continue the conver-
sation either in real-time (synchro-
nous) or at a later time (asynchro-
nous). Additional features such as
audio and video allow for a more-in-
teractive exchange.®

In an OFD, every student has the
space and time to share his or her
ideas.? Because the quality and the
number of students’ posts are care-
fully checked and evaluated by the
teacher, and read by their peers, the
students are motivated to respond.
In an action research on OFD in an
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EFL context, Jose and Abidin found
that “peer interaction and discus-
sion played a major role . . . in pro-
moting [students’] writing.”% Stu-
dents also learned how to exercise
mutual respect when interacting
with one another. The researchers
explained that “in the OFDs, the
learners are conscious of other
members reading their ideas, seeing
their possible grammatical or
spelling errors.”! Instructors should
make sure that students are aware
that both their peers and teacher
will be reading and critiquing their
skills. The syllabus is a good place
to include this information. Also, in-
structors can model for students
how to respond to other people in a
respectful manner online.

Synchronous Web Conferencing
Synchronous Web conferencing,
also known as video conferencing, is

the online experience that most re-
sembles face-to-face interaction. It
can be delivered using different plat-
forms such as Adobe Connect Pro,
Blackboard Collaborate, Google
Hangouts, Skype, WebEx, and
Zoom, to name a few. This format
works well for interactive lecture,
group discussion, consultation, and
free speech practice where students
role-play given situations, or for con-
trolled speech practice where stu-
dents deliver/perform assigned ma-
terials.

Synchronous Web conferencing
has many benefits and advantages.
Students can access synchronous
meetings as long as they have an In-
ternet connection; multiple sessions
can be planned to accommodate stu-
dents in different time zones; and
most Web conferencing tools can be
accommodated by LMS platforms.
However, these advantages can be-
come disadvantages when Internet
service is poor, when time zones
cannot be accommodated, or when
the system does not work well with
the LMS platform.!? Despite these

technical concerns, synchronous
Web conferencing helps build lan-
guage skills through the use of built-
in interaction tools that allow stu-
dents to respond in real time, ask
questions, and engage in active
learning. According to Liang, “On-
line peer response that blends spo-
ken, written, and electronic com-
munication can promote student
motivation, participation, and col-
laboration.”!* Synchronous Web con-
ferencing, then, is especially useful
for activities designed to develop lis-
tening and speaking skills because
students must respond immediately,
rather than relying on getting ex-

tra time to post or share their re-
sponses.

Website Creation

Website creation involves choos-
ing a Website building platform, cre-
ating and registering a domain name
or Web address, selecting a graphic
theme, and creating and organizing
content.'* The first step is the selec-
tion of a building platform such as
WordPress, Wix, Weebly, or Square,
most of which are free, with a fee
only if the user selects advanced fea-
tures. Other basic steps in this activ-
ity include choosing the template
and customizing the Website inter-
face and functions. Most platforms
provide step-by-step guidance to
help users create essential compo-
nents.

The most important component of
this activity, however, is the creation
of content. At this step, students up-
load the materials required for the
class. For a language class, these ma-
terials can be videos, journals, case
studies, critical analyses, essays, and
other materials such as blog posts.
Moreover, in addition to journaling,
students write thoughts and reflec-
tions in blogs. They can also link
videos they have produced to the
Website and, with permission, post
relevant videos created by others or
articles they may deem helpful to the
language development of the entire
class. Among their responsibilities are

to screen and manage the materials
posted on the Website, since these

will form part of the basis for their
grade.

As students create their own mate-
rials to meet the requirements for the
assignment, they must pay close at-
tention to avoiding plagiarism and
improper use of copyrighted materi-
als. Obtaining permission to use
someone else’s materials is both
legally and morally mandatory when
sharing information in a public space,
and this should be stated in the syl-
labus. Credit should be given to
sources used in creating the assign-
ment, whether “text, photographs,
music, or artwork.”!> Students should
be taught to research the following
areas before using content created by
someone else:

1. Who owns the material?

2. Is permission needed to use or
reproduce the material?

3. What kind of copyright is asso-
ciated with the material?

4. Will there be a fee for the edu-
cational use of the material?

Once these questions are an-
swered, the students will need to
consider how long it will take to ob-
tain permission. In some instances, it
could take four to six weeks or more,
so planning for permission early is
important. Most importantly, the
copyright owner’s permission should
be in writing with the terms clearly
stated.!® These steps are important
and can help the student avoid fines
and penalties for using or improperly
citing materials that are protected by
copyright law—and will also protect
the teacher and educational institu-
tion from lawsuits.

When creating Websites, students
should identify relevant materials that
will help them to develop their lan-
guage skills. The self-regulated learn-
ing model posits that learners are
capable of making decisions for
themselves and, if motivated, can
learn effectively once given the right
tools.!” Creating a personal Website is
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an excellent tool in facilitating lan-
guage learning.

The students” Websites can func-
tion as e-portfolios where they store
all the work they have produced for
the course and where they can upload
pertinent resource materials they have
obtained permission to use. Storing
such materials online helps students
to trace their learning and evaluate
their growth in each of the language
macro-skills (such as listening, speak-
ing, reading, and writing)'® which is a
metacognitive activity.” In addition,
the Web is a good place to store infor-
mation because of its accessibility.

Student Websites can also function
as good venues for language acquisi-
tion and meaningful use since it will
be necessary for students to view
videos and listen to audio recordings
as they create their sites. They also
learn to use language in context as
they create blogs and respond to the
comments posted on their blogs. Not
only do they interact with their class-
mates and teacher, but they may also
have broader contact with people
from all over the world since the
Website is accessible to the public.?
All these benefits are supported by
Krashen’s input hypothesis, which
states that learners increase their
knowledge and understanding when
they begin to comprehend language
slightly above their current level,”
and Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory,
which claims that language is best
learned in a social context. Further-
more, since Website creation is also
one of the class projects, students
may also benefit from working collab-
oratively to reach their desired level
of language skills.?? Rubrics specify-
ing expectations, assignment check-
points at various stages of the project,
and scheduled video conference
progress meetings with students
(whether with individual students or
teams) are effective ways of making
sure that students are submitting
their own work and not that of an-
other.

A Website created by all the stu-
dents in the classroom (whether indi-

Video conference with online students
using ZOOM.

vidually or in groups), ensures that
learning is shared by everyone in
the class. Students can read one an-
other’s work and reflections. As they
work together, they build a commu-
nity of learners.

Process Writing

One of the best ways to teach writ-
ing is to teach students the process of
planning, drafting, revising, and edit-
ing. Seow describes process writing
as “a program of instruction which
provides students with a series of
planned learning experiences to help
them to understand the nature of
writing at every point.”? Anchored in
sociocultural theory, ?* this approach
involves collaboration not only be-
tween teacher and student, but also
among students. Carolan and Kyppo
add that three important skills are de-
veloped in process writing—“respond-
ing (sharing), evaluating and post-
writing, which comprises re-reading

the text for the logical structures and
cohesion, eliminating the redundant
text and proofreading for speaking,
grammar and vocabulary.”%

How can process writing be taught
effectively in an online environment?
Using video conferencing and the dis-
cussion forum, teachers can provide
students with the necessary instruc-
tion. Another way is to incorporate
the use of Google Docs, an applica-
tion that enables teachers and stu-
dents to collaborate. Among Google
Doc’s features: It allows users to cre-
ate documents; store and save auto-
matically; share with other users; and
edit, comment, and reply to com-
ments synchronously (the class can
work on the same document at the
same time) or asynchronously. It also
allows the user to view revision his-
tory. From the first step of planning—
thinking of a topic and brainstorming
among possible choices—to the final
step of editing the written product,
the class can engage in interactive
feedback. Slavkov highlights one
advantage of working on a writing
project using Google Docs: “It allows
instructors and peers to have a privi-
leged view of the process of invention
and creation in real time. That is,
writers can be observed and can ob-
serve others as they write with
Google Docs.”? Dialogue with the
teacher and peers that occurs while
the student engages in process writ-
ing helps to promote better choices in
many aspects of writing (e.g., word
selection, sentence structure) and
stimulates idea generation.

Strategies to Assess Language Skills
Online

A variety of technology tools and
Web applications make it possible to
assess online language skills. Several
strategies such as self-assessment
(SA), peer assessment, facilitator as-
sessment, and Web-based assessment
have proved useful outside tradi-
tional classroom settings.?” These
strategies help students develop self-
awareness, as well as ownership of
and responsibility for, their own lan-
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guage-learning experience.?

Learner self-assessment. Accord-
ing to Todd* self-assessment is an es-
sential element in self-directed learn-
ing because a prime goal should be to
develop learners’ autonomy.* Teach-
ers can use several approaches to en-
courage students to engage in self-
monitoring and self-correcting.” In a
speaking class, one strategy that has
been used successfully is teaching
students to use the dictionary, under-
stand sound and stress symbols, and
interpret them.3? Teachers and stu-
dents can create either audio or video
recordings to effectively demonstrate
correct pronunciation.* Firth recom-
mends choral reading to help stu-
dents fine-tune their speaking skills.
This can be done effectively through
a synchronous lesson in which the
teacher models pronunciation skills
for the students. As follow up, stu-
dents can create an audio or video
recordings of themselves reading as-
signed pieces. Recording their reading
allows them to listen to their own
speech, and with each replay, to iden-
tify areas for improvement such as
pronunciation.* Video and audio
recordings are just some of the online
self-assessment strategies that enable
students to self-critique their prog-
ress, based on samples and rubrics
provided by the professor.

Journaling is another strategy that
provides an opportunity for self-as-
sessment. Students may respond to
the following questions at the end of
each lesson: What went well? What
can be improved? What will I do to
address areas needing improvement?
These questions allow students to re-
flect on their strengths and weak-
nesses, to explore areas for growth,
and to resolve to act on possible solu-
tions. (See the article on e-journaling
by Prema Gaikwad on page 23 of this
issue).

Peer Assessment
Through peer assessment, students
learn to evaluate the quality of an-

Listen and Repeat

the Sound

/ey/

'~ r - =
aAd

In this video clip, the teacher is modeling how to produce the /ey/ sound.

other person’s performance using set
criteria or goals, after which they pro-
vide suggestions for improvement.*
This type of assessment works well in
activities such as coaching and peer
feedback.

® Coaching. Coaching is an effec-
tive way to provide formative peer
feedback through suggestions rather
than correction.*® Through peer
coaching, students receive important
suggestions on how to expand or re-
fine their ideas and improve their per-
formance in various learning tasks.
These suggestions should be offered
in a confidence-building, non-threat-
ening way. Instructors should model
effective ways of offering suggestions
to correct, and also be prepared to in-
tervene if peers are being harsh and
critical. Questions such as “And what
happens next?” or “What do you
mean?” help students fine-tune their
performance, build new skills, share
ideas, teach one another, and solve
problems.?” Coaching helps students
set goals for their learning, identify
their strengths and overcome their
weaknesses, and develop a plan for
action.

Like other requirements, this peer-
assessment strategy should be com-
pleted using a rubric. Students are di-
vided into pairs and given specific
instructions on how to assess the as-
signment, guided by the rubric. This

not only gives them an authentic ex-
perience of how to critically examine
the work of others, but also helps de-
velop their ability to receive construc-
tive feedback and develop a sense of
accountability and responsibility for
the feedback given to others. Coach-
ing is ideal for big online classes
where there are many participants
who can be paired during coaching
exercises.

® Peer review. A peer is generally
defined as someone who occupies a
similar position or ranking or some-
one who is tasked with the same as-
signment—a colleague or teammate.
During peer review, students com-
pleting the same assignment provide
corrective feedback based on a rubric
and assignment guidelines.

This approach works best for aca-
demic writing. It is summative in
nature, typically taking place as an
assignment is nearing completion.
Students are assigned partners and
given specific instructions on how to
provide feedback. The process allows
students to review a particular class-
mate’s work, give feedback on the
content and formatting (which needs
to be explained in the rubric), and
edit other parts that need further cor-
rections. Evaluating another person’s
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work with respect and care involves a
number of higher-level cognitive
skills. Students are better able to eval-
uate their own work and discover
new ideas when they have observed
and reflected on a range of ap-
proaches during peer review.

Facilitator Assessment

Online interaction provides the fa-
cilitator with a variety of opportuni-
ties to assess student learning. By
actively facilitating the threaded dis-
cussions, the teacher can monitor the
individual performance of students.
Students in online courses at AIIAS
attest that when professors (also
called course facilitators) give timely
and comprehensive feedback, their
understanding of important concepts
is deepened, and they are encouraged
to engage in meaningful discussions.
The use of rubrics increases student
participation and enhances the qual-
ity of student output.

Web-based Assessment

The Web has almost endless possi-
bilities as an instrument for language
assessment.’® One form of Web as-
sessment is video conferencing
through software such as Zoom,
Skype, or Google Hangouts. Video
conferencing enables teachers and
students to have real-time interaction
and to engage in activities that assess
language skills. Other platforms, such
as Blackboard, Canvas, D2L, Ed-
modo, Moodle, et cetera, enable the
teacher to conduct quizzes and
exams online and to provide immedi-
ate feedback.

Conclusion

There are a number of ways to
teach and assess language skills on-
line, but the strategies discussed in
this article are basic best-practice ap-
proaches in an online modality. With
strong technical support*® and faculty
development,*® this modality can be
very effective. &
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