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The present study, conducted at a large research university in the United States, addresses the
perceptions of international teaching assistants (ITAs) regarding the role of asynchronous oral
computer-mediated communication (CMC) tasks using Wimba Voice (WV), for developing their
second language (L2) oral communication skills. With increased planning of oral production,
access to instructor and peer feedback, and additional opportunities for self-reflection,
asynchronous CMC technologies have been found to enable L2 learners to express their thoughts
at their own pace and feel more relaxed and confident than in more threatening face-to-face
situations (Sun, 2009). The findings of this study suggest that learners have a variety of opinions
regarding the role of WV tasks in aiding them with their L2 speaking development, which may be
a result of individual differences among them. Learners were also found to prefer the use of
asynchronous WV-based tasks for interaction between peers rather than for their provision of
opportunities to focus on form and meaning, which, paradoxically, was a large part of the
methodological rationale for the inclusion of such activities in the course curriculum.

INTRODUCTION

With the introduction of emerging technologies, SLA teachers and researchers are concerned
with how to best implement new technology-based tasks into the L2 classroom so that they have
the most positive impact on student language learning (Levy & Stockwell, 2006). Given the
proliferation of CMC technologies that target L2 learners’ speaking skills, there is a great
potential for technology-based tasks to help learners develop their L2 oral performance (Zhao,
2003). Learner perceptions about how different technologies help to develop L2 skills is a topic
worthy of exploration since students will undoubtedly have different reactions to such tasks.

This study examines the use of Wimba Voice (WV) in an English communication skills course
for ITAs, specifically investigating students’ perceptions about how asynchronous oral tasks
created in WV helped or hindered the development of their oral communication skills. WV was
incorporated as a methodological choice in the present study because unlike synchronous CMC
tools (e.g., Adobe Connect and Skype), which provide opportunities for real-time interaction and
negotiation of meaning (Lomicka, Lord, &Manzer, 2003), asynchronous CMC is less face-
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threatening, allows students to learn at their own pace, enables self-reflection, and affords
additional feedback opportunities.

There have been few investigations examining the role of WV-based activities for developing
learners’ oral communication skills. The current study will aim to address this gap by inquiring
about the effectiveness of asynchronous oral CMC tasks using WV for developing learners’ L2
oral communication skills.

ASYNCHRONOUS CMC, WIMBA VOICE AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF L2
SPEAKING SKILLS

CMC promises to enhance language learners’ communicative language skills; video
conferencing, voice blogs, and voice discussion boards have been found to offer a number of
benefits for the development of L2 oral skills (Sun, 2009; Zhao, 2003). In particular, these
technologies can encourage students’ participation and foster extensive oral production in the
target language (e.g., Beauvois, 1997; Rosen, 2009), enhance L2 motivation, collaboration, and
learner autonomy (Sun, 2009), and lead to effective language learning (Beauvois, 1998).

Certain asynchronous CMC tools offer advantages for language learners, such as providing
additional practice for students enrolled in large classes with limited in-class speaking
opportunities. Since many traditional classrooms provide students limited feedback
opportunities, asynchronous oral CMC can allow for additional instructor and peer review
(Meskill & Anthony, 2005). Asynchronous oral CMC tools can also enable L2 learners to
express their thoughts at their own pace and feel more confident than in face-to-face situations
(Sun, 2009; Zhao, 2003).

One such asynchronous CMC platform is Wimba Voice (WV), a suite of online tools including
Wimba Voice Board (WVB), Wimba Voice Presentation (WVP), Voice Authoring, Voice Email,
and Voice Podcaster. Figures 1 and 2 show the interfaces of WVB and WVP respectively.

Both WVB and WVP involve different simultaneous tasks, such as listening and recording using
an audio-recording feature, or watching a video andmirroring the speaker's intonation. Such
asynchronous oral CMC toolsallow students to pause, play, listen to, record, and re-record their
speech, and have been found to offer a shift from teacher-centered to student-centered learning
(Fotos& Browne, 2004). Withoutthe pressure brought on by demands of the face-to-face setting,
asynchronous CMC environments may also allow students to develop theirmetacognitive
strategies, reflect on errors and brainstorm ways to improve speaking skills, perhaps leading to
increased L2 motivation (Xie& Sharma, 2004). Some studies have even shown positive
correlations between student motivation and the learning environment, suggesting that an
effective environment for learning can inspire students to learn a target language (Chang &Shu,
2000).

The dearth of research on the roleof WV-based tasks includes studies that focus primarily on
student perceptions of WV technology for oral skill development (Kabata, Wiebe, & Chao, 2005;
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Mclintosh, Braul, & Chao, 2003; Rosen, 2009; Wang, 2006) and the role of WV in reducing
language anxiety (Charle Poza, 2005; Cho & Carey, 2001). However, a survey of such research
has revealed that many studies (e.g., Cho & Carey, 2001; Kabata et al., 2005) lacked clear
methodological designs, making it difficult to draw definitive conclusions regarding the validity
of their claims. While one’s intuition may lead a person to the conclusion that WV tasks offer
learners additional opportunities to improve their L2 oral performance and confidence by
providing additional time for speech planning, self-reflection, and feedback; there is little
empirical research on the role WV-based tasks in learners’ perceptions of their oral performance.
As such, the goal of the present study is to address this lacuna by answering the following
research question: What are students' perceptions of WV’s effectiveness as a tool for the
development of their L2 oral proficiency?

METHODOLOGY

The research question was addressed in a descriptive study, employing quantitative and
qualitative data. It was conducted at a large public university in the USA and involved ITAs
enrolled in a graduate-level English course designed to help improve their oral communication
skills, specifically that of vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, fluency, and listening.

Participants

The participants included ten non-native speakers (NNSs) of English who had not achieved a
Level 1 (fully certified level) on the SPEAK/TEACH test, a test that assesses the effectiveness of
communicative spoken English in everyday university classroom situations (lowa State
University, 2010). All ten students were Asian, eight of them Chinese and two Korean, between
the ages of 20 and 30, and had all studied English between four and 20 years.

Context

The course met twice a week for 80 minutes over the period of a 17-week semester, in which
students were required to give three live videotaped presentations, provide self- and peer
evaluations of these presentations, and complete weekly homework activities. The first time such
activities were integrated into this course began in Week 7, when WVB and WVP activities
became part of the regular class schedule.

Materials
WV-based tasks

The two example WV-based tasks presented in the literature review (page 3) are examples of
activities used throughout the semester to facilitate students’ oral skills development. In the first
activity, learners were prompted to watch their classmates’ group presentations and orally
respond to a sequence of questions provided by the instructor (see Figure 1). Six similar
activities using WVB were implemented throughout the semester. In a second type of activity
(see Figure 2), which was implemented twice throughout the semester using WVP, students had
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to watch a video presentation on YouTube, paying close attention to the speaker’s use of linking
and intonational emphasis, transcribe a short segment of the video, and mirror the presenter’s
oral discourse.

Pre- and post-surveys

The materials consisted of a pre- and post-survey partially adapted from a survey on technology
use for language learning (Chapelle, 2008). Both contained four sections with items on a 5-point
Likert scale (with 5 being "strongly agree", 4 - "agree," 3 - "neutral," 2 - "disagree,” and 1 -
"strongly disagree™) and one section with open-ended items, inquiring into student perceptions of
their use of technology for improving their L2 speaking skills. Additionally, the pre-survey
contained questions about participants' backgrounds and the post-survey asked them to evaluate
the usefulness of technology-based tasks using WV for improving their oral communication
skills (see Appendices A and B). Both surveys were created and administered to the students in
the Moodle course management system.

Semi-structured interviews

At the end of the semester, semi-structured interviews were conducted with students to elaborate
and clarify their responses to the surveys (Oxford, 1996). These five-to-ten-minute interviews
asked students to focus on their most positive and negative experiences completing WV
activities, their overall perceptions of the WV tasks, and whether or not they would recommend
the use of WV to future courses.

Procedure

After introducing the study to participants and obtaining their informed consent, the researchers
administered the first survey during week 11 of the semester, shortly after WV was introduced to
the students. The second survey and semi-structured interviews with students were completed
four weeks later. Eight of the original ten participants completed both surveys and partook in an
interview.

Analysis

Since the small sample size did not warrant the use of inferential methods, the data obtained
from participants’ responses to the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics, which have
routinely been reported in other CALL studies with small sample sizesinvestigating similar
aspects (see, for example, Chang, 2007; Hegelheimer, 2006; Hincks &Edlund, 2009; Kissau,
McCullough, &Pyke, 2010; Sydorenko, 2010). For responses to the Likert-type items, a five-
point scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” was used. Both positively and
negatively phrased items were included in order to eliminate response bias (Dérnyei, 2010), but
for data analysis, the point values of the negatively phrased items were inverted so that high
values showed consistently positive attitudes and low values demonstrated the contrary. In
addition to the use of descriptive statistics, students’ discourse during semi-structured interviews
was analyzed qualitatively. To answer the research question (What are students’ perceptions
regarding the effectiveness of WV as a tool for the development of their L2 oral proficiency?),
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interview transcripts and survey responses about the effectiveness of WV-based tasks for
developing their oral L2 skills were analyzed for recurrent themes.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Usefulness of WV-Based Tasks for Improving L2 Pronunciation
To answer the research question, descriptive statistics for students' responses to the 5-point
Likert-scale items from one section of the pre- and post-surveys were calculated and analyzed.
Statements 1 and 2, below, whose descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1, elicited students'
perceptions regarding technology's usefulness for improving their L2 pronunciation.
Statement 1: Recording my voice using Wimba has improved my pronunciation.
Statement 2: My pronunciation did NOT improve by using Wimba in this class.
The total mean for these two statements in the post-survey (M=3.83, SD=0.95) decreased
compared to that of the pre-survey (M=4.33, SD=0.78), and this change was strong based upon
the total large effect size (d=-0.60). Six of the nine participants maintained their opinions of
technology’s usefulness for improving their L2 pronunciation skills after using WV, whereas the
other three participants’ opinions became less favorable.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for technology's usefulness for improving L2 pronunciation

Statement Pre M Pre SD Post M Post SD M diff (x3-x) Cohen’s d

1 4.44 0.73 3.89 0.93 -0.60 -0.80
2 4.22 0.83 3.78 0.97 -0.40 -0.50
Total M 4.33 0.78 3.83 0.95 -0.50 -0.60

The most noticeable decline came from participant 1, whose ratings of the usefulness of WV
tasks for improving L2 pronunciation fell from 5(“strongly agree”) in the pre-survey to
2(“disagree”) in the post survey. Furthermore, participants 9 and 10 showed similar decreases
from 5(“strongly agree”) to 4(“agree”) and 3 (“neutral”). However, the majority of students did
not change their responses to the items in this section of the surveys.

The Usefulness of WV for Receiving Instructor Feedback
The descriptive statistics for statement 3, below, are displayed in Table 2, providing information

about students' perceptions regarding technology's usefulness for getting feedback from their
instructor on their pronunciation.

The role of CALL in hybrid and online language courses
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Statement 3: Using Wimba in this class to get feedback from my instructor on my
pronunciation was helpful.

The mean for this statement in the post-survey (M=4.44, SD=1.01) decreased compared to the
mean for the pre-survey (M=4.22, SD=0.67), but this change was not significant (d=-0.20).
Table 2. Descriptive statistics for technology's usefulness for getting pronunciation feedback
from instructor

Statement Pre M Pre SD Post M Post SD M diff (x;-x) Cohen’s d

3 4.44 1.01 4.22 0.67 -0.20 -0.20

While five of the nine participants maintained their opinions of technology’s usefulness for
getting feedback from their instructor about their pronunciation skills, three of the others’
opinions became less positive, going from 5(“strongly agree”) to 3(“neutral’) and one
participant’s opinions became more positive after using WV, changing from 2 (“disagree”) to 4
(“agree”™).

The Usefulness of WV for Improving L2 Speaking Skills

The descriptive statistics for statement 4, below, are displayed in Table 3, which provides
information about students’ perceptions of technology's usefulness for improving their L2
speaking skills in general.

Statement 4: Using Wimba was a more effective to improve my speaking skills in
English than without Wimba.

The mean for this statement in the post-survey (M=3.67, SD=1.12) decreased compared to the
mean for the pre-survey (M=4.22, SD=0.67), and this change was strong based upon the large
effect size (d=-0.80).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for technology's usefulness for improving general L2 speaking
skills

Statement Pre M Pre SD Post M Post SD M diff (x;-x) Cohen’s d

4 4.22 0.67 3.67 1.12 -0.60 -0.80

While five of the nine participants once again maintained their opinions, four of the other
participants’ opinions became less positive, changing from 4 (“agree”) to 2(“disagree”) after
using WV.
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Attitude Toward WV-Based Tasks for Improving L2 Speaking Skills

The descriptive statistics for statement 5, below, are displayed in Table 4, offering evidence of
students’ attitudes toward Wimba for improving their general L2 speaking skills.

Statement 5: | want to continue to use Wimba to improve my speaking skills.

The mean for this statement in the post-survey (M=3.78, SD=0.97) increased as compared to that
of the pre-survey (M=3.44, SD=1.01), but this change was not strong (d=0.33).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for attitude toward Wimba for improving L2 speaking

Statement Pre M Pre SD Post M Post SD M diff (X;-x) Cohen’s d

5 3.78 0.97 3.44 1.01 0.33 0.33

While four participants maintained their attitudes of WV for improving their speaking skills,
only one participant became less approving, changing his response from 3(“neutral”) to
2(“disagree”). The four remaining participants’ opinions all became more commendatory after
using WV: two went from 2(“disagree”) to 3 (“neutral”), one from 3 (“neutral”) to 4(“agree”),
and one from 4 (“agree”) to 5(“strongly agree”).

Effectiveness of WV-Based Tasks for Improving L2 Oral Proficiency

In addition to descriptive statistics from the pre- and post-surveys, students' discourse during
semi-structured interviews and responses to open-ended questions in the post-survey were used
to answer the research question. The analysis of interview transcripts and survey responses
revealed that students had both positive and negative perceptions concerning the effectiveness of
WYV tasks for the development of their oral English skills. As noted by the majority of students,
three main advantages of the class activities in which WV was used were its (a) convenience and
user-friendliness, (b) facilitation of noticing and self-diagnosis of errors, and (c) interactivity that
enabled an asynchronous exchange of ideas. For example, one participant enjoyed using WV for
numerous activities because it was very easy to use and did not require computer installation.
According to another participant, the technology-based activities incorporating WV gave him a
chance to exchange ideas with his classmates and to receive feedback. Moreover, another
participant found WV-tasks tasks to be facilitative of error noticing, and by allowing him to
listen to his recorded speech; he was able to realize his mispronunciation of certain words.

Concurrently, students also reported several shortcomings of technology-based tasks using WV,
which were divided into three main categories: (a) technical problems with WV, (b) WV’s
similarity to other recording software, and (c) the absence of real-time interaction that could
facilitate meaning/form negotiation. The main technical problems experienced by participants
included the difficulty of saving recordings, the inability to edit recordings once they were
posted, and the impossibility of accessing WV from outside Moodle. With regards to the third
main limitation of WV tasks, namely the absence of real-time interaction that could facilitate
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negotiation of meaning, one student opined that, for him, interacting with a native English
speaker would have been much more useful to improve his L2 speaking skills than using WV.

The aforementioned results indicate that students have a wide range of perceptions about the
utility of WV tasks for the development of their oral proficiency in English. On one hand,
participants’ perceptions of technology for helping them to improve their pronunciation, get
feedback from their instructor, and improve their L2 skills in general overall declined after using
WV-based tasks. On the other hand, participant attitudes toward technology, specifically the
desire to continue to use WV-based tasks to improve their L2 skills, increased. Despite these
changes, many individuals did not alter their perceptions of technology's usefulness for helping
them to improve their L2 oral proficiency after using WV. These mixed results may suggest that
individual student differences play a role in determining perceptions regarding the usefulness of
WYV for language learning.

Another interesting theme that emerged from participants’ responses in the interviews was a
desire or preference for synchronous communication with fellow classmates. Despite the fact
that WV was chosen for use in this particular English communication-skills course in part due to
its asynchronous CMC features, which allowed users to reflect upon the form and meaning of
their utterances; many students reported interactively using WV to exchange messages and ideas
with peers. As one student states, “it’s very good for recording, for exchange of value or ideas...
and the most important thing is it can give us a chance to exchange our ideas to know what my
classmates think of my speaking.” For this participant, the most attractive feature of WV lay not
in its ability to allow him to reflect on his L2 performance, but rather in its facilitation of
message transmission and interaction between friends. Indeed, when asked if he ever listened to
his own speech, another participant claimed he did only when his instructor forced him to do so
for homework. The fact that this student uses the term “forced” to describe his use of WV for
reflecting on his speech indicates that he found this to be an unfavorable experience. On the
other hand, he also reported enjoying the act of using WV to reply to other students’ posts, which
he found “fun” and “interesting.” Special attention to the descriptive language that participants
use to portray their experiences using WV can give teachers and researchers greater insight into
how to best exploit language learning tasks in asynchronous CMC environments to facilitate
students’ L2 motivation and learning.

CONCLUSION

Based on the results from the study, several conclusions can be drawn. First, participants appear
to have an array of perceptions regarding the efficacy of WV tasks for the development of their
L2 oral communication skills. Although students’ overall perceptions of technology’s usefulness
for improving their L2 pronunciation and general L2 speaking skills, as well as for providing
additional feedback opportunities, decreased after using WV-based tasks, their overall eagerness
to continue using technology to develop their L2 speaking skills improved. Despite the
possibility that these variations may be caused by multiple factors, it seems possible that one of
the main reasons for the disparity in their perceptions could be the result of individual
differences.
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Also noteworthy were participants’ reported preferences for using WV to facilitate
communication with fellow classmates. Despite the fact that WV was used as a methodological
choice for asynchronous oral CMC, many individuals reported that, for them, the strengths of
WV lay in its ability to promote interaction among classmates. This preference, despite running
counter to the rationale for including asynchronous activities that allow for self-reflection and
error diagnosis, may offer teachers and researchers insight into how CMC tasks that focus on
improving oral communication skills can be best exploited to be enjoyable for students and to
motivate them to improve their L2 speaking ability.

As all classroom-based research involving semester-long intact classes, this study has certain
limitations. The first pertains to the difference between learner perceptions of their L2
proficiency and their actual development in the L2. Because the study used only self-reported
data, it was not possible to ascertain whether students’ perceptions of their development
correlated with their actual progress. Consequently, further research is necessary to examine
whether the use of certain WV tasks in an L2 classroom improves language learners’ actual oral
performance and language proficiency. A second limitation pertained to the fact that, since WV
was introduced to learners during week 7 of the semester, learners were given onlymoderate
opportunities to interact with WV activities. As a result, students’ reflections were perhaps less
comprehensive than if they had been given more time to interact with this technology.

More extensive research can promote our understanding of the potential of activities created in
WV for developing learners' L2 oral proficiency. The examination of this potential is not only
applicable to face-to-face courses that focus on the development of L2 oral communication
skills, but is also vital for online/hybrid and distance language courses, where participants do not
meet face-to-face every day. Some existing research shows that learners enrolled in distance
language courses have to overcome logistical issues that limit their interaction among learners
and with the instructor, which precludes the formation of meaningful relationships (Lai, Zhao, &
Li, 2008). In this case, the use of WV for language learning tasks in online/hybrid and distance
language courses must be examined in greater detail to determine if and how this tool may
provide increased opportunities for collaboration, feedback, and self-reflection; which can have a
significant impact on the development of students' oral L2 proficiency and motivation.
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APPENDIX A
Pre- Survey

Open-ended items

Your gender (please underline): male or female

How old are you?

What is/are your native language/s?

What country are you from?

What foreign languages are you learning besides English?

What do you study?

How old were you when you started learning English?

How do you use technology to improve your English skills?

What software/online applications are you currently using to improve your English?

Using technology for improving speaking skills in English
5= Strongly agree, 4= agree, 3=neutral, 2=disagree, 1= strongly disagree

Statement 1 | believe that recording my voice using technology is a good way to improve my
pronunciation.

Statement 2 | do NOT think that my pronunciation will improve by using technology in this
class.

Statement 3 | think that using technology in this class to get feedback from my instructor on my
pronunciation will be helpful.

Statement 4 Using technology is going to be more effective to improve my speaking skills in
English than without technology.

Statement 5 | am eager to use technology to improve my speaking skills.
I am NOT interested in recording myself using technology in this class.

Selected Papers from the Eighth Annual Conference on Technology for Second Language Learning
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APPENDIX B
Post- Survey
Open-ended items

How do you use technology to improve your English skills?

What software/online applications are you currently using to improve your English?

Would you recommend this class to other students who want to improve their
speaking/pronunciation skills in English? Please elaborate.

Did the use of Wimba help you to improve your speaking/pronunciation skills in English? Please
elaborate.

What did you like most about using Wimba in this class?

What did you NOT like about using Wimba in this class?

Additional comments/ideas/suggestions:

Using technology for improving speaking skills in English
5= Strongly agree, 4= agree, 3=neutral, 2=disagree, 1= strongly disagree

Statement 1 Recording my voice using Wimba has improved my pronunciation.
Statement 2 My pronunciation did NOT improve by using Wimba in this class.

Statement 3 Using Wimba in this class to get feedback from my instructor on my pronunciation
was helpful.

Statement 4 Using Wimba was a more effective to improve my speaking skills in English than
without Wimba.

Statement 5 | want to continue to use Wimba to improve my speaking skills.
Recording myself using Wimba in this class did NOT help me to improve my speaking skills.
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