
you have little interest for something you 
should try it anyway!”

Interviewer’s Comment: 
First, thanks to PeerSpectives for giving 
me an opportunity to interview wonderful 
explorers. I was really surprised at their 
high motivation and I learned a lot from 
them. Actually, I was at KIFL with them and 
was given the same opportunity to go to 
Sumatra from Kara. I did not participate 
because I was afraid to do something new 
and to use my English. Moreover, I lacked 
an adventurous spirit. However I am 
interested in world and in volunteering and 
I want to do something for others. From 
the interview, I noticed to do new things 
gives us wonderful experiences. Also, we 
learn a lot of things from being there. For 
example, differences of culture, 
environments, customs and so on. I 
realized there were big differences 
between Japan and Sumatra in the point 
of economy and distribution of wealth. It is 
important to learn about it and feel it “first 
hand” because we don’t get without going 
there. We should come out of our shells. 
We should experience things with our skin 
and minds through experiences like they 
had. They are worthwhile experiences and 
must be useful to understand and 
appreciate our world.    

Original Papers

An alternative to in-
class presentations: 
Incorporating 
student-generated 
VoiceThread projects
Geoffrey Butler, Ryan Hunter, and Lara 
Kurth

Introduction
About two years ago, a group of English 
instructors began experimenting with 
VoiceThread, an asynchronous computer-
mediated communication technology, as a 
means of supporting students’ language 
learning. One such way that the instructors 
did so was by implementing student-
generated VoiceThread projects (SGVPs) 
in their classes. This paper discusses the 
authors’ rationale behind and experiences 
working with SGVPs as content in English 
conversation classrooms at a public 
university in Seoul, South Korea.  

Context & needs
The authors teach at a public university in 
Seoul. All English conversation courses 
meet once per week for 100 minutes 
throughout a 15-week semester, totaling 
less than 30 hours of class time in one 
term. There are 20-24 students of a range 
of majors in each class. Students are 
typically in their late teens to mid-20s and 
language proficiency levels vary. Similarly 
to the teaching context reported in 
Kroeker’s study (2009), the goals of the 
university conversation courses are vague 
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and left to the discretion of the instructors. 
Following the 1992 National Education 
Curriculum, a general improvement of 
English communicative skills is the 
overarching goal (p. 5).

Studies have found that although Korean 
university students have a range of 
exposure to and experiences with English, 
they generally have limited opportunity to 
use English communicatively throughout 
their schooling and daily lives (Kim and 
Margolis, 2000, p. 29; Kroeker, 2009, p. 7). 
Considering that 100 minutes of class time 
per week is not sufficient for developing 
proficiency in a foreign language (Hinkel, 
2006, p. 114), the authors saw a need for 
supplementing class time with additional 
and more frequent speaking practice.

Through informal discussions with 
students over several terms, instructors 
became aware that many students also 
wanted to find ways to practice English 
speaking and engage in conversation, but 
students said that they did not have 
chances to practice outside of class. Aside 
from encouraging students to join English-
speaking social groups and to meet 
international students on campus, 
teachers realized that they needed to find 
a way to provide more regular, focused 
practice through the conversation courses.

The authors noticed that presentation 
assignments, which were a common part 
of most of the existing conversation 
courses at the institute, allowed students 
to use language and skills from the course, 
select their own topics, and to investigate 
those issues in some depth outside of 
class. However, presentations also had 
two major drawbacks. The first was that 
they took a significant amount of class 
time. Another concern was that there was 
very little engagement from 
classmates. One author observed that few, 
if any students commented following the 
in-class presentations, which seemed to 
be a wasted opportunity for further 
discussion of student-generated research 
and ideas. The authors agreed that 

presentations were a way of supporting 
students’ language development, but the 
management of in-class presentations 
hindered the effective use of class time or 
student-generated work.

A further drawback observed was that 
some students seemed very nervous 
during in-class presentations. As course 
objectives did not target presentation skills 
and the course did not devote time in class 
to presentation practice, the instructors felt 
that the assignment and the course 
objectives were not well aligned. It struck 
them as adding undue anxiety to the 
students, and according to the Affective 
Filter Hypothesis (Krashen, 1982) such 
anxiety can hinder learning. Therefore, the 
instructors identified lowering students’ 
anxiety as another need to be addressed. 

VoiceThread
The authors of this study sought to 
address the needs identified above by 
situating student-generated content, 
including presentation and commenting, 
on an online platform called VoiceThread.

VoiceThread is a cloud-based, computer-
mediated, communication application that 
allows instructors to upload content 
(including audio files, video files, images, 
word processor documents, and 
presentation slides) to create a slideshow 
on which students can leave text, audio, or 
video responses. In contrast to VOIP 
(voice over internet protocol) services and 
chat rooms that provide online 
environments for synchronous 
communication (or real-time interactions), 
VoiceThread facilitates asynchronous 
communication, which involves interaction 
through delayed messages and 
responses. This is similar to the text-based 
posts and replies in threads on a 
traditional online forum or discussion 
board. The difference is that VoiceThread 
provides a rich visual interface that gives 
users the ability to leave audio and video 
comments using a microphone and 
webcam. In contrast to the hierarchical 
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structure of an online forum, the 
VoiceThread slideshow acts as a 
centralized point that students comment 
around. (See image below)  

Instructors and students can watch and 
potentially respond to the comments left by 
others; however, any comments that 
respond to others’ comments are not 
directly linked through a forum-like 
structure. This structure limits students’ 
ability to participate in direct, 
conversational communication. However, it 
allows students to express their ideas, 
listen to their classmates and respond 
verbally. Therefore, it allows for greater 
speaking opportunities with highly relevant 
subject matter and perspectives. 
VoiceThreads can be publicly or privately 
shared by instructors, and students can 
access and respond to them with a 
VoiceThread account.  The VoiceThreads 
can be shared by linking to the 
VoiceThread website or by embedding 
them in a web page. In the authors’ 
context, the institute adopted Moodle 
(https://moodle.org/), a learning 
management system (LMS) to host the 
online elements of courses. 

Method 
Over several semesters, three instructors 
experimented in different courses with 
VoiceThread as the platform for student 
presentations. The courses each dealt with 
different content areas, including 
intercultural conflicts, global current 
events, or social issues in South Korean 
society. Common language-learning goals 
among the three courses enabled the 
instructors to work collaboratively with the 
aim of giving students speaking practice 
on topics highly relevant to them while 
preserving class time for interaction. The 
instructors shared observations informally 
over multiple semesters.

For this paper, the instructors focused on 
implementation and outcomes of student-
generated VoiceThread projects (SGVPs) 
from one course, Current Events, to 
illustrate the shift from in-class 
presentations to SGVPs. When the 
instructors began teaching the course, a 
curriculum was already in place, as 
opposed to newly created by the instructor.  

The instructors collected quantitative data 
from Current Events SGVPs during the 
Spring 2013 semester.  Qualitative data in 
the form of written student feedback was 
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also collected. Immediately after 
submitting their SGVPs, students were 
asked to communicate their feedback, in 
written form, to the instructor.  

Implementation
The transition from in-class presentations 
to SGVPs was made in order to 1) 
conserve class time, 2) support speaking 
practice outside of class time, 3) allow 
students to respond to one another’s 
presentations with more time to think and 
respond, and 4) lower student anxiety by 
providing a familiar platform for presenting 
their ideas.

For the first 10 weeks of the course, 
students became accustomed to using 
VoiceThread through regular homework 
assignments. These initial assignments 
were teacher-developed and asked the 
students to respond to open-ended 
questions related to the past week’s topics. 
Students were required to speak for at 
least two minutes on the topic and were 
assessed primarily on their content and 
not on language performance. 
VoiceThread served as a tool for review, 
reflection, and continuation of the 
discussion from the past week’s lesson. It 
allowed students speaking practice, 
language reinforcement, and analytical 
skills practice outside of class. Using 
VoiceThread for homework assignments 
was also intended to acclimate students to 
the technology and build familiarity with 
using it as a medium for language practice 
and communication.

Following the midterm exam, students 
were informed that they would be creating 
their own video presentations in 
VoiceThread. Students were assigned to 
their groups and then chose a topic to 
explore and research outside of class time 
with their instructor’s guidance. Students 
were required to record and submit their 
video presentation on a topic of their 
choosing. They were presented with a set 
of guidelines and topics that previous 
classes had successfully researched. 

Students were given 15 minutes at the end 
of class to discuss and consult with the 
instructor. The presentations needed to 
include both sides of the chosen issue 
while interweaving certain language points 
practiced in class. For example, students 
were to complete their project by using the 
second conditional to express a possible 
solution to the researched issue. Students 
were then required to comment on one of 
their classmates’ SGVPs in VoiceThread 
each week, over the course of three weeks 
as they had done previously.

Students chose a variety of topics for their 
presentations such as: the effects of 
smartphone use on communication (http://
youtu.be/xacYmHejtkE), banning smoking 
in bars and restaurants, corporal 
punishment in the Korean education 
system, government support for adoption, 
and Korean university entrance exams. 
For each presentation, the group members 
were required to introduce a topic and 
describe its importance in society. 
Presenters went on to list the pros and 
cons of the issue, make conclusions and 
suggest courses of action. Their 
classmates were asked to describe their 
thoughts at the end of the project.  

For homework, students watched the 
projects and chose one to comment on. 
The only requirement was that the 
students comment on a project that 
focused on an issue different from 
theirs. Unlike the earlier assignments, no 
time requirement was included. The 
instructor’s role was to grade the SGVPs 
and offer feedback to the students. 
Although each group approached the 
project differently, they were successful in 
that they met the basic criteria of the 
project.

Outcomes
The instructors observed several 
improvements by implementing 
VoiceThread for student projects. First, 
shifting presentations to VoiceThread 
allowed for more class time to work on 
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learning points. Prior to implementation, 
traditional student group presentations 
(including technology setup and 
presentation time) occupied the majority of 
the lesson, which seemed to be a 
significant drain on precious class time. By 
contrast, the implementation of SGVPs not 
only allowed for the students to complete 
their assignments, but also for further 
instruction and conversation practice 
during class.

While preserving class time, the SGVPs 
were greater in length than the in-class 
presentations, resulting in more speaking 
time for presenters. Typically, in-class 
presentations would last five-seven 
minutes, and it was rare for groups to 
exceed that time. The SGVPs were only 
given a minimum time to exceed (five 
minutes) and had no maximum time. The 
average project time, however, was nearly 
eight minutes long.

The increased speaking practice time did 
not only extend to the length of the 
presentations, but also to the number and 
length of online comments following each 
presentation. After in-class presentations, 
only one or two students would typically 
offer comments, and these students would 
speak for a very short time. In contrast, 
each SGVP involved the participation of an 
average of six to seven students and 

collectively averaged 22 minutes of 
speaking time. Each student was able to 
voice his or her opinion on the topic and 
react in a way that had never occurred 
during the in-class presentations. The 
instructors observed that classmates 
shifted from being uninvolved audience 
members to active participants. This 
medium gives students time to reflect on 
their classmates’ presentations, collect 
their thoughts and then leave comments of 
approximately two to three minutes.

The following can be seen in Table 1:  the 
combined time (for each SGVP plus 
comments from classmates on that 
SGVP), project time (each SGVP’s length), 
comment time (the total time for all 
comments on each individual SGVP), and 
comments (the number of classmate 
comments per SGVP).    

Instructors attribute the higher number of 
comments for Groups 4 and 5 to the fact 
that they were the only SGVPs for that 
week, giving commenters only two options 
to choose from. Groups 1 – 3, however, 
were all posted in the same week, 
resulting in fewer comments for each 
group. 

Regarding the identified need for oral skills 
practice outside of class, the combined 
project time was an additional 149.17 
minutes, or two and a half hours of oral 
skills practice. Collectively, projects 
provided the equivalent of one and a half 
lesson’s worth of student-generated 
content. It is also worth noting that out of 
those 149 minutes, 110 minutes consisted 
of commenting and students sharing their 
thoughts on the SGVPs. 

Student feedback was also in agreement 
on this point. Students practiced speaking 
not only when completing their own 
SGVPs, but also during the process of 
creating them outside of class. 

Hyun-Dong, “we talk about the topic in the 
kakao talk room [Kakao talk is a online 

chatting forum very popular with Korean 
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Group Combined-
.me-

Project-
.me

Comment-
.me

#-of-
comments

1 21.48 6.56 14.52 5

2 10.42 5.23 5.19 2

3 29.52 7.01 22.51 7

4 43.31 10.26 33.50 11

5 43.24 9.34 33.50 11

Total-
Time-

149.17 39.20 110.42 36

Average 29.51 7.52 22.08 6.6

Table 1 (Time in minutes.seconds)



students].  It is good for my English 
conversation.” 

Min-Jun “it was a chance to improve our 
English skills because we discuss the final 

project in English.”  

Do-Hyun,  “I know that it is not only good 
chance to know each other but also to 

improve my English skill.”  

Woo-Jin, “It help me to practice English 
speaking very hard”

Moving presentations to the then familiar 
medium of VoiceThread also seemed to 
make students feel more at ease with the 
assignment. For example, Ha-Eun 
compared the project to another 
conversation course that featured in-class 
presentations: 

“I am taking another course of 
conversation...and I had to do the exam in 
front of the classmates. I was very nervous 
at that time. So I had a lot of mistakes. But 

this time I can do few mistakes. So it is 
very positive side.”

Min-Seo commented on the interactive 
aspect of the project, and connected this 
to ease of discussion:  

“I think that group project was good. It’s 
resemble with moodle, and we could talk 
about subject face to face and we could 

share our opinion fast and 
easily.” [Emphasis original].  

Seo-Yeon reported that, “there was no 
press there. We can enough time to ready 

for the record the video.”

Ji-Hoon reported afterwards via email that, 

“...I could speak English without fear and 
speak simply so I could get some 

encourage because many Koreans think 'I 
have to speak English using exactly 

grammar or I don'' so I felt more 
comfortable than talk native English”.

It is the authors’ belief that transferring the 

presentations to VoiceThread helped to 
calm students and increase their 
confidence. By lowering anxiety, the 
authors argue that the students lowered 
their affective filters and were able to 
perform at a higher level than in the 
previous circumstances.

Another observation is how these projects 
helped to build community in the group. 
On more than one occasion, students 
would begin their comments on the 
VoiceThread project by complimenting 
their peers and thanking them for their 
work. This affirmation was absent from 
students’ responses to teacher-generated 
prompts. One student also commented 
that the SGVPs had spurred discussion 
outside of class between presenters and 
commenters. It seems that SGVPs have 
also provided a chance for students to 
support and build a stronger group 
dynamic.

Another advantage of the SGVPs was the 
flexibility of repurposing the projects for 
future use at the institution. SGVPs from 
past terms can easily be used as a guide 
for students as they plan their own 
projects. Not only can they serve as a 
pedagogic tool for informing future 
students’ projects, they can also be 
integrated into other courses. For 
example, one such project dealing with the 
over-packaging of food in Korea was 
integrated as a prompt for a standard 
conversation course. Therefore, student-
generated work can support further 
student projects and also become part of 
curriculum.

Finally, the student-generated SGVPs 
have not only benefitted students; the 
authors have learned much about who 
their students are. From this experience, 
instructors agree with Murphey, Falout, 
Elwood and Hood (2009) in that teachers 
can get a more complete picture of 
students not only as language learners but 
as analytical thinkers and social beings. 
The students’ choices of topics, analyses 
and comments provided insight into their 
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interests, perspectives and abilities. In the 
case of two of the courses, learning from 
the students each term has influenced 
instructors’ chosen topics, language points 
and methodology for future classes.  

Issues that the students reported included 
the difficulty of meeting group members to 
collaborate on their project. One student 
reported that, “it was not easy to gather for 
this project. When I collected the clips, I 
wanted some parts to be fixed. But I 
couldn’t.” Another student said that, “it was 
hard to meet together outside of class.” It 
is possible that groups of four students led 
to this issue, and that assigning students 
to smaller groups might mitigate this.

Students also reported technical difficulties 
with video recording, editing and sound 
quality. Min-ho mentioned, “it was quite 
annoying to video film the project because 
of technical problems and lack of 
confidence to the visual of the film such as 
the backgrounds, etc.” More research 
would have to be done to discover what 
aspects of the recording caused the most 
technical difficulties before discussing 
possible solutions.

Educators interested in implementing 
similar projects may be interested in the 
time requirements. In class preparation 
time would be approximately 45 minutes 
over three lessons. Outside of class, 
students reported different time 
requirements. The largest determiner of 
time seemed to be whether or not the 
groups met in person or communicated 
online. Those groups communicating 
online reported that the project did not take 
much time. Those groups that met in 
person reported that a long time was 
required. The average time was three - 
four hours outside of class. Once the 
projects are submitted, educators can 
expect that it can take up to one hour to 
prepare the projects for commentary. The 
majority of that time is spent uploading the 
files to VoiceThread and does not require 
active attention on the part of the 
instructor. The active time on the part of 

the instructor would be estimated at fifteen 
minutes.

Conclusion
There is no single method to effectively 
meet all of the needs outlined in the limited 
context of many Korean university English 
conversation courses. However, 
implementation of VoiceThread can be 
used as leverage to improve upon how 
well these needs are met. With regard to 
time, VoiceThread can conserve class time 
while providing additional opportunities for 
speaking practice. Moving in-class 
presentations to SGVPs allows not only 
more time for presenters to elaborate on 
their topic, but the amount and quality of 
peer responses are greater. This gives 
much-needed interactive experiences and 
more frequent language practice with the 
same meaningful, student-generated 
content as was found in in-class 
presentations.
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Japanese students in 
Sumatra: Cultural 
exchange and 
voluntourism
Kara Dymant

Introduction 
This paper outlines my experience of 
setting up an independent educational and 
cultural program for Japanese students to 
travel in Sumatra, Indonesia. The paper 
includes consideration of the benefits of 
travel as means of education, autonomous 
use of English outside the classroom, 
conservation education, voluntourism and 
reciprocal cultural exchange between 
visitor and host.

Background
I have been living in Japan for three years 

teaching English and during this time I 
have frequently travelled in Sumatra. In 
March 2012 I decided to set up an 
independent program to take college-age 
Japanese students on a cultural exchange 
and voluntourism trip around North 
Sumatra. From conception through 
actualization to delivery entailed a year of 
organization and repeated trips around 
Sumatra, totaling 9 weeks, to further 
develop relations, networks, planning and 
idea building. In March 2013 I took 9 
Japanese college-age students around 
North Sumatra for two weeks. 

Student group
Nine Japanese students participated, aged 
19-20, a mix of majors: five were in 
English, three in Hospitality and Tourism, 
and one in Mathematics. None of the 
students had volunteered before, and for 
five of the students it was their first time 
traveling abroad.

Program coverage and cultural 
diversity

“Bhinneka Tunggal Ika…Unity in 
Diversity”, national emblem of Indonesia.

The program covered different cultural 
regions, broadly demonstrating the vast 
heterogeneity of North Sumatra’s 
ethnicities. We stayed in the city as well as 
the jungle and rural Muslim and Christian 
villages, Malay, Batak-Karo and Batak-
Toba, so students experienced a real taste 
of diversity.
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