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Abstract
In recent years, a variety of online platforms such 
as YouTube and VoiceThread, which allow for 
asynchronous speaking production outside of 
class, have become available. While teachers may 
see the pedagogic advantages for these tools, 
students’ perceptions and practices related to 
asynchronous speaking assignments are unclear. 
This paper presents students’ perspectives on such 
assignments in conversation courses at a Korean 
university. The teaching context, an outline of the 
pedagogic reasons for employing VoiceThread in 
conversation courses, and an analysis of student 
feedback gathered over the course of the study are 
included. The authors offer suggestions for 
teachers in te res ted in pu rsu ing s im i la r 
asynchronous speaking assignments outside of 
class. 

Introduction
Students and teachers can be frustrated by limited 
chances for speaking production in language 
classes. Large multilevel groups that meet 
infrequently provide l i t t le opportunity for 
assessment, evaluation, and feedback of spoken 
communication. One possible solution is to make 
use of online platforms, as they offer the 
opportunity for speaking practice and feedback 
outside of class (Terrell, 2012). While teachers may 
see the pedagogic advantages for these online 
platforms, they may not know students’ perceptions 
of and ways of using the tools for language 
learning.

This research explores the use of VoiceThread 
video journals to provide a forum for students to 
extend in-class discussion. VoiceThread is an 
easily accessible online tool that can be applied to 
learners of all ages and to all subject areas 
(Brunvard & Byrd, 2011). We, the authors, had 
already been using VoiceThread for over a year 
prior to conducting research in 2013. Our project 
was to survey two separate university electives to 
determine students’ perceptions of video journals 
and how they completed their assignments. 
Students completed three written in-class surveys 
over the course of the semester: the first was at the 
beginning, the second was in the middle, and the 
third was at the end. Students were also 
interviewed at the end of the course. 

This article provides a brief overview of the 
teaching context, pedagogic reasons for using 
video journals, and the specific assignments used. 
We offer an analysis of students’ perceptions of 
video journal assignments and their reported 
practices of assignment completion, as well as 
suggestions for implementing similar asynchronous 
video assignments.

Context
This research was conducted at our workplace, a 
language center at a Korean national university. As 
in other universities in Korea (Nunan, 2003), 
undergraduate students are required to pass 
English language courses in order to graduate. 
Along with the required courses, the language 
center also offers English language content-based 
electives among which are Business, Current 
Events and Intercultural Communication. 

At the time of the study, these courses were 
labeled as conversation classes and therefore had 
an oral skills focus. The course sections met once 
a week for 100 minutes, fifteen times over a 
semester. In the spring 2013 semester, there was 
no level placement, resulting in multi-level courses 
where students ranged from those who had spent 
several years studying abroad to those who had 
difficulty expressing themselves in spoken English. 
A decision that all language center electives should 
change from criterion-referenced assessment to 
norm-referenced assessment in order to conform 
with other required university courses also 
impacted instruction at that time. We conducted the 
research in our Current Events and Intercultural 
Communication courses. Current Events focused 
on developing small group discussion skills and 
applying them towards issues in the news. 
Intercultural Communication raised awareness of 
cultural practices and values. Both courses also 
included critical thinking, problem solving, and 
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reflection on learning.

Why use asynchronous online 
communication tools?
Online communication tools are typically divided 
into two categories: synchronous, occurring at the 
same time, and asynchronous, occurring at a 
different time (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2012). For 
example an online communication tool such as 
Skype is synchronous, while YouTube is 
asynchronous. We chose to employ online 
communication as we are in an English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) environment and students 
in these situations often lack opportunities for 
meaningful English input or output, to the extent 
that it can impair their ability to acquire high levels 
of language proficiency (Kim & Margolis, 2000; 
Kroeker, 2009). Ho (2003) found that the use of 
similar audio journals “provide chances for 
elaborating on topics initiated during classroom 
talks” (p. 275).  

We used asynchronous video journals because 
they had the advantage of allowing students to 
complete assignments at their convenience. 
Students could have time to think before 
responding, thus avoiding the pressure of face-to-
face communication, which also allowed for face-
saving through preparation (Althaus, 1996; Pop, 
Tomuletiu, & David, 2011). Asynchronous tools 
have the further advantage of allowing students to 
watch their own performance and, depending on 
the platform, those of others (Bueno Alastuey, 
2011; Murphey & Kenny, 1998; Yu-Chih, 2009). 

The video journal assignments
VoiceThread was the online tool used in our spring 
2013 program. As visible in Figure 1, students can 
respond to a prompt in the center of the screen and 
post a response on the side of the main screen. 
Each student is represented by a different icon, so 
that other students are able to click on classmates’ 
icons and watch their responses as well as their 
own. The responses can be in text, audio or video 
formats. 

Figure 1. Screenshot of a Video Journal 
Assignment from Spring 2013.

Our purpose in using video journals was to extend 
conversation, to review the topics from the prior 
lesson, and to integrate language and skills learned 
during the lesson. For example, students were 
asked to use the second conditional or use “I 
statements” to make observations. Students were 
not instructed or required to watch their classmates’ 
assignments. We each gave ten assignments 
throughout the fifteen-week semester.

Like Ho (2003), we were concerned with scripting 
and natura lness o f speech in s tudents ’ 
assignments. We discouraged students from 
reading on their assignments by showing them 
examples of scripted and unscripted assignments 
from past students. After watching the samples, 
students were asked to choose which assignment 
seemed more natural to them, and they would 
identify the unscripted one. We also required that 
students speak for a minimum time of two minutes. 
On the whole we did not grade closely, as long as 
the students met the basic expectations of the 
assignment (stay on topic, speak for the minimum 
time, and try not to rely on a script). If we felt that a 
student was relying too heavily on a script, we 
would ask him or her to record the assignment 
again. If a student chose not to resubmit their 
assignment, they would be penalized with a zero 
mark. 

Research questions
By spring 2013, the language center had been 
assigning video journals in its English conversation 
courses for a year. The implementation of the video 
journals led to many discussions among teachers 
regarding the efficacy of the assignments and their 
value relative to the time and energy devoted to 
them. It seemed to us that our conversations were 
based on intuition and anecdotal evidence of a few 
students’ voiced perceptions of the assignments 
and teachers’ beliefs of how they were completing 
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the video journals. Our conversations were 
unresolved because we had no data to which we 
could refer. For this reason we chose to survey our 
elective courses.

Our research questions were:

" What were our students’ perceptions of the 
asynchronous video journal assignments?

" How did our students complete the 
asynchronous video journal assignments?

Our expectations going into the research were that 
our students would take between 10-15 minutes to 
complete each assignment, they would try to record 
each assignment in a single try and rarely would re-
record the assignment, and that only a few 
students would regularly watch other students’ 
assignments.

Data collection methods
Four sections of two different elective courses were 
involved in our research. All of the enrolled 
students in the courses were invited to participate 
in the research, provided that they signed a 
consent form at the beginning of the course. There 
was no bonus or penalty for participation. While we 
surveyed the students at the beginning (Survey A), 
middle (Survey B), and end (Survey C) of the 
course, we are presenting data from Survey C, 
which occurred at the same time as the interviews. 
This provides a snapshot of the students’ 
perceptions and habits at the end of the course. 62 
students took Survey C. Of those 62 students, 49 
took part in audio-recorded interviews in their 
teacher’s office as well. 

The survey consisted of 1-6 Likert scale questions 
associated with agreement and 0-5 Likert scale 
questions associated with frequency. There were 
short answer and demographic questions as well. 
We employed the interviews so as to find out more 
specific information and to receive more specific 
feedback from the students. As interviewing 
teachers, we started with nine general questions 
that we asked our students. We also allowed 
ourselves to rephrase the questions if the students 
had difficulty understanding them. We also followed 
up on student responses to the general questions 
for further detail. For example, if a student reported 
technical problems completing the assignment, we 
would ask if the problem was related to hardware 
(headset and microphones) or to the VoiceThread 
platform.

While we were able to provide bilingual (English 
and Korean) consent forms and surveys, our 

language abilities were too limited to conduct 
interviews in the students’ first language. We 
instead interviewed them in English as we did not 
have the funding for an interpreter or translator. 
While our students were able to communicate in 
response to our questions, it is possible that they 
may not have been able to express themselves as 
fully in English as they might have in their first 
language.

Findings 
We will provide the findings with survey data, 
interview data, and direct quotations from our 
students in order to provide their true voices. We 
will present these in the same order as our 
expectations listed above.

Time taken 
Our prediction was that students would take 10-15 
minutes on average per assignment. As Figure 2 
indicates, the students spent more time than we 
had expected per assignment.

Figure 2. Average time students reported 
spending on video journal assignments

When interviewed, only twelve percent of the 
students reported spending under 20 minutes on 
average. 39% reported spending between 20-30 
minutes and the remaining 49% of students 
interviewed reported spending at least 30 minutes 
on each assignment. This represented a much 
greater investment in time and energy than we had 
expected. As one student, “Seo-Won,” reported: “At 
first...maybe one hour and maybe five times I 
record...five or seven times...but by the end of the 
semester I can record two or three times.” 

Re-recording  

We also predicted that students would try to record 
each assignment in a single attempt, thus re-
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recording infrequently. We were incorrect on these 
assumptions. 

Figure 3. Average frequency of rerecording as 
reported in Survey C.

A full 63% of students reported re-recording their 
assignments at least sometimes over the course of 
the semester. 33% responded doing so often to 
always.

As “Jae-Hwan” noted:

Well as I told you I was able to review my 
classes that I had learned, it reminds...of 
what I learned in then class and so I can 
practice again and again. My pronounce 

and fluence getting better because of 
that.  

When interviewed, we asked the students about 
the average number of attempts per assignment as 
opposed to how frequently they re-recorded their 
assignments. For example, a student who reports 
re-recording often over the course of the semester, 
but only re-records once per assignment versus a 
student who reports re-recording sometimes but 
who made three to four attempts on a single 
assignment. We found that our prediction that 
students would attempt to complete the assignment 
in one attempt was also incorrect. As Figure 4 
indicates, only 4% of students consistently 
recorded the assignment in a single attempt, which 
was the same percentage of who reported doing so 
over ten times per attempt. 39% reported recording 
two to three times per assignment, while the 
remaining 57% of students reported recording an 
assignment at least four to six times on average.  

Figure 4. Average number of attempts 
students reported recording per assignment.

As “In-Kyoung” elaborated:

And I record my voice over and over. It’s… 
sometime I record 10 times, because I 

don’t understand what I’m saying 
[laughs]...After that I am listening over and 

over. Oh, it is right or it is not. I listen.   

Watching Others 

Our prediction was that only a few students would 
seek to watch other students’ recordings on a 
regular basis. Again, we were not correct with that 
assumption. As Figure 4 indicates, 55% responded 
that they viewed other recordings at least 
sometimes, 22% often and 9% always. 

Figure 5. Frequency with which students 
reported watching classmates’ recordings.

As “Jae-Hwan” told us “I was able to know which I 
was wrong. Cause as I heard another VoiceThread 
from other students. I learned some grammars.” 
Other students told us that they would seek out the 
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video journals of students whom they thought were 
stronger in English and try to learn from them.

Student Concerns 

When we interviewed students, we asked them 
what was of concern to them when they were 
completing their assignment. The results can be 
seen in the chart in Figure 6.
 
Figure 6. Student core concerns when 
reviewing their own video journal assignments.

Pronunciation was at the top of the list, as 29% 
of the students reported that this was their 
major concern and reason for re-recording. It 
was followed by grammar at 24%, vocabulary 
at 18%, content at 17%, appearance on 
camera at 7%, and other concerns at 5%. An 
example of an ‘other’ concern was being 
interrupted by a phone call while in the middle 
of the assignment. 

The student concern with pronunciation was 
interesting to us, as pronunciation was not explicitly 
taught or assessed in either class. As “Hye-Min” 
noted in her interview, however, “Usually we don’t 
record my voice and emotion before. But through 
this VoiceThread I could know about my 
pronunciation […] so I try to fix it.” 

Grammar was also important to students. While 
certain grammatical structures were taught in class 
and featured in early assignments, grammar was 
not the primary focus of either class. This did not 
stop students from looking for ways of improving 
their grammar through the assignments. According 
to “Dae-Hee,” “Some phrase is not good or 
accurate grammatically when we say the phrase or 
sentence. We know the phrase is not good not 

perfect and then we fix it and we paraphrase 
another sentence.” 

Vocabulary was also of interest to our students, as 
“Su-Jin” mentioned when she said, “It was good 
that I find some expressions on internet and it was 
helpful for learning because I can find myself better 
words or expressions and it was helpful.” While 
pronunciation and grammar issues tended to come 
up at the time of recording the assignment, our 
students reported doing preparation work ahead of 
time when they saw a gap in their vocabulary 
knowledge.

Perception of English ability improving 
because of VoiceThread assignments 

The final questions that we asked our students 
were whether they felt that the video journals had 
improved their ability to speak English and whether 
they would recommend further use of video journal 
assignments. As Figure 7 indicates, the vast 
majority of the students favored the assignment.  

Figure 7 – Student response to ‘I think that 
VoiceThread has improved my English 
speaking ability.’ 

Only six percent of the 62 students surveyed 
disagreed with the statement. 24% strongly agreed, 
23% agreed, and 47% slightly agreed with the 
statement. As Figure 8 indicates, they would also 
recommend continued use of video journals via 
VoiceThread by a similar margin of agreement.
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Figure 8 – Student response to “I would 
recommend VoiceThread for use in the future 
of this class.” 

Discussion

It was clear to us upon reflection and analysis that 
we underestimated our students’ practices of 
completing the assignments. Students reported 
investing more time, recorded more often and more 
times than expected, and watched other students 
with greater frequency than either we or our other 
colleagues had anticipated. This behavior arose 
from our students without direct instruction or 
advising from us. We may have told our students to 
review early assignments to ensure that they were 
free of technical problems and that the students 
could be seen and heard clearly, but we did not 
encourage any other forms of reviewing or re-
recording.  Nor did we advise them to seek out 
other students’ assignments for learning 
opportunities. We were also struck that the 
students reported re-watching and self-assessing 
to the extent that they did. We had not expected 
them to do so.

As teachers, our main learning point from this 
research is that the assignments that we watched 
were not an accurate reflection of time, work, 
energy, learning and self-assessment that the 
students dedicated week in and week out. We 
conceptualize the relationship between the 
completed assignment that we could see and the 
actual amount of work students put into the process 
of completing the assignment as that of an iceberg: 

Figure 9. Relationship of submitted 
assignment to student work. 

It also seemed that along with devoting additional 
time and energy to the assignment, students 
prioritized different learning outcomes than 
expected. We intended the assignments as a 
chance for students to review and re-engage with 
the lesson content, but our students focused their 
energies on their language skills. Only 17% of the 
students mentioned content as a source of major 
concern when completing their assignment, in 
c o m p a r i s o n t o t h e 7 1 % w h o i d e n t i fi e d 
pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary as 
sources of concern. It was striking that teachers 
and students had such different expectations of the 
assignment.

Suggestions 

We would suggest that teachers take the step of 
actively encouraging self-evaluation and watching 
others when introducing the assignments. Given 
how much time our students devoted without 
encouragement on our part, we feel that further 
self-evaluation and collaborative learning would be 
possible with greater encouragement. During 
spring 2013 we mainly focused on the technical 
aspects of how to complete VoiceThread 
assignments. It might have been helpful to provide 
students with in class opportunities to discuss with 
one another their individual strategies for 
completing the assignments. We feel that such a 
discussion would involve little instructional time and 
allow students access to more strategies earlier in 
the semester.

Another suggestion that came directly from the 
students would be for teachers to choose a user-
friendly platform for the assignments. When we 
began the journals, we used VoiceThread as it was 
a v a i l a b l e t o u s . Vo i c e T h r e a d h a d t h e 
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disadvantages of being costly to our university and 
also, at that time, was not compatible with 
smartphones. While VoiceThread now offers both 
iTunes and Android apps, we would recommend 
that teachers who have fewer resources at their 
disposal attempt video journals through YouTube 
and online forums. For example, if a class has a 
learning management system or website, the 
teacher can create a discussion forum for an 
assignment. Students can record video journals on 
YouTube and include the link to their videos in their 
reply to the forum. Depending on the site, tech-
savvy students can even embed the video so that it 
displays directly in their reply. 

Along with improving access, students also 
requested that teachers provide them with specific 
feedback on their language performance. We 
treated the video journals much like dialogue 
journals where we responded to the students’ 
content. While a few students expressed 
appreciation for this approach, the majority 
indicated that they were much more interested in 
feedback on language use. We would recommend 
that other teachers consider focusing their 
feedback in this manner. While the workload could 
appear daunting, in other semesters we have given 
feedback to a set number of students per 
assignment. For example, if a teacher had a group 
of 20 students, they would give language feedback 
to 5 of them on the first assignment, and then to a 
different group of 5 students on the next 
assignment.  Another suggestion based on our 
experience is to listen for common errors during an 
assignment, make note of them and bring them to 
students’ attention at the beginning of the next 
lesson. The students that we taught in subsequent 
semesters seemed to respond favorably to those 
approaches to feedback. 

Students also suggested that we mix synchronous 
and asynchronous assignments. In that case, 
instead of recording ten solo videos, they would 
meet a partner outside of class and record a 
conversation on an assigned topic. They would 
then upload it in the usual manner. This seems to 
us a sensible suggestion, especially when teaching 
language skills that require a partner for 
conversation. While it might be inconvenient for 
students to perform this assignment on a weekly 
basis, it might be worth considering this format a 
few times per semester.

A final suggestion would be to build reflective 
journals into the course. Murphey & Kenny (1998) 
provide a guideline on how to allow students to set 
their own goals and monitor their own progress 
throughout the semester by watching and reflecting 
on their own conversations recorded in class. The 
authors provided activities that include answering 

questions about students’ own language output in 
conversat ion, t ranscr ib ing their recorded 
conversations, and watching classmates’ video 
conversations. Such structured activities can guide 
students to notice their mistakes and challenges, 
and find ways to improve over time. They found 
that students were able to “confirm their developing 
ability to fill silences, continue conversations, and 
notice pronunciation and grammatical problems, 
and they [were] pleased with the obvious 
improvement” (132). The article provides a 
suggested schedule and activities for in and 
outside of class for teachers interested in 
incorporating learning journals in their classes. 

Conclusion
Online video journals offer much promise for 
language learning, especially in EFL environments. 
Teachers may not be aware, however, of the time, 
self-evaluation, and learning that go on below the 
surface of these assignments. It is good to keep in 
mind that a completed assignment might not 
accurately reflect the learning that occurs while 
completing the assignment. We found the 
experience of surveying and interviewing our 
students to be an eye-opening one and hope that 
our findings and suggestions are of help to other 
teachers considering employing video journals in 
their classrooms.
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Madoka Hammine 
starts her PhD in 
Finland
Interviewed by Tim Murphey 

I was fortunate to meet Madoka Hammine- sensei, 
a high school English teacher at  several  of my 
presentations for Nagoya University of Foreign 
Studies this last year while she was teaching 
English at a high school in the area. I was even 
more lucky to literally cross paths in Helsinki 
(Finland) on September first (2015) and talk to her 
over a coffee as she was headed north to start her 
PhD in the far north at the University of Lapland 
and I was headed south for a conference 
presentation in Switzerland.

Hammine-sensei comes from the small island 
"Ishigaki" off the west coast of Okinawa where they 
have  the indigenous language called Ryukyuan 
(Yaeyama) of which there are about 5 or 6 varieties 

�9


