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1. Background

1. BACKGROUND
1.1 Aims

The aim of the review is to identify and evaluate available research evidence on the
use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in language
learning and teaching.

1.2 Initial scope of the review

The scope of the review is to find out how much research and what sort of research
has been done and is in the process of being done (mapping and keywording), and
to evaluate (in-depth review) a subset of the research found (experimental research)
in order to present an overview of the current available evidence of effectiveness of
synchronous audiographic conferencing in language learning.

1.3 Policy and practice

Language learning, more than other curricular subjects, depends on the interaction
between individuals and particularly for the oral and aural aspects of language
relative to reading and writing. It is not always practical, easy or desirable to get
groups of learners in the same place at the same time. The advent of the virtual
classroom over networked systems liberates both the learner and providers of
training from these constraints to varying degrees. It means, for example, that a
group of learners (whether 3 or 20 individuals) can get together and extend their
language learning activity beyond the regular confines of time (scheduled classes)
and space (the physical classroom). Not only does this virtual learning environment
potentially replicate the traditional environment; it may well go beyond it and offer
additional benefits.

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
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Much is made of the applicability of ICT to language teaching and learning, and one
example of this is the use of software packages, via the internet, that allow language-
learners to congregate and communicate (conferencing) in real time (synchronous)
on a many-to-many basis, both formally and informally, and in both spoken and
written modes (audiographic). Such a medium for language learning is a logical
extension of video and tele-conferencing, and text-based messaging or chat room
technology, sometimes synchronous and sometimes asynchronous. It is increasingly
being used as a means of replicating, or extending - in a virtual learning environment
- the activity and interaction of a traditional language learning classroom.

One of the questions that needs to be asked in this context is whether it is sufficient to see
the new learning spaces as replicates of the conventional classroom settings and to
transpose theories and good practice that were developed for these settings to
CALL/CMC (computer-assisted language teaching / computer-mediated communication),
sociocultural theories or the so called communicative approach). More recently, the
answer has been ‘no’ and it is now generally agreed upon that we also need to take into
account concepts of literacy (Hampel and Hauck, forthcoming).

The limitations of the early video-conferencing modes, primarily one-directional and
didactic, are clear. For example, Ashton (1995) wrote:

Communications technologies have been used to deliver higher
education to distance learners since the 1920s when university-
owned radio stations first began operation. Successive technologies
such as television, time-share computing and videoconferencing
have been utilized to extend the reach of on-campus instruction.
Following New York University’s introduction of Sunrise Semester in
the 1950s, televised courses have been the primary means of
delivering college instruction into the home. But broadcast television
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is a largely passive medium, and student interactions with faculty
and other students are limited to the occasional phone call or letter.
Videoconferencing systems have made televised instruction
interactive, but only those students who work at or can get to a
business or university videoconferencing site can participate in these
courses.

Technological developments have resulted in an environment some fifty years later
in which it is relatively straightforward for anyone to have internet access either at
home, at work or both, and to be able to communicate online in a number of different
ways. In the field of language-learning, the progression over time from audio-visual
methods and video-conferencing, to home computers, CAl (computer-aided
instruction), internet access, CMC (computer-mediated communication) to e-
learning, has now reached the point of online tuition and synchronous audiographic
conferencing, as opposed to mere delivery of materials by electronic means.

Over the last two decades, CALL technology has moved from the use of a computer
in order to improve discrete language learning areas on a drill-based approach to
communication via a computer with other language-learners in local and global
networks and has thus overcome the initial computer-as-tutor mode (Hampel and
Huack, forthcoming). Although this move turned the computer into a tool for
collaboration among students at a distance, getting together and working collectively
was, until recently, restricted to written computer-mediated communication (CMC). In
the 1990s, however, internet-based audiographics conferencing systems became
available and offered a way for directly developing communicative aural and oral
skills. Such tools — which allow for synchronous voice communication over the
internet — give language-learners the opportunity to go beyond written interaction and
to improve their speaking skills in an online environment (Hauck, 2004).

Since the late 1980s, much has been written and published on the subject, and
various conceptual and theoretical frameworks are emerging to embrace it — mainly
in a post hoc fashion, but very little experimental research has been carried out to
look at its effectiveness in pedagogic terms and even less looking at it in the schools
context. There has been greater use of technology-enhanced education in schools in
the USA and Australia, no doubt because of distance and rural isolation as much as
anything else, but the same shortage of systematic evaluation pertains (Moore et al.,
2000).

Advances in technology make ICT-assisted language learning dynamic, but the main
features of computer-mediated communication (CMC) which distinguish it from face
to face (f2f) communication still hold true as described by Warschauer (1997):

CMC characterized by [...] five particular features which taken in
sum distinguish CMC from other communication media. These
features are that CMC is (1) text-based and computer-mediated, (2)
many-to-many, (3) time- and place-independent, (4) long distance,
and (5) distributed via hypermedia links.

However, it has developed further since this article was published and to it must be
added the fact that it has become increasingly flexible on the synchronous-
asynchronous scale and is not restricted to text-based modes. Warschauer’s five
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features are still useful in as much as even the audio platforms tend to incorporate
an element of text-based communication, hence the need for term ‘audiographic’.

The attractiveness of the technology and the potential that it offers to language
learning and teaching is clear and it is this that occupies much of the published work
on the subject. Despite this, however, take-up of distance or remote language tuition
by learners has not been as great or as rapid as might be expected despite the
potential and a number of possible explanations have been proposed, including
technological difficulties (e.g. unstable platforms, poor sound quality, absence of
broadband connectivity in some geographical regions) and a desire for f2f contact
(social aspects of learning) or simply lack of awareness and understanding of the
new technologies.

This leaves language-learners, practitioners and policy-makers in the position of not
really knowing how effective such a mode of language learning is, compared with,
say, traditional face-to-face classroom sessions, or compared with not having tuition
at all; they also do not really know what its potential new values are or what might it
do that has not been done so far.

As the drive to incorporate more and more technology into learning continues
proactively (for example the National Grid for Learning in the UK and the e-learning
action plan from the European Commission), concomitant with (desirable) political
imperatives to widen participation and access to education, the issues surrounding
the relative merits of tuition modes become more salient and the need to establish
baselines of evidence of effectiveness and usage becomes more pressing — all the
more so as claims of standard practice and best practice begin to emerge but without
consensus on either conceptual framework or criteria of evaluation.

Some researchers go as far as describing this impact of the recent developments in online
communication technologies as a paradigmatic shift in language teaching and learning.
However, this shift may just be a quantitative increase in interaction and a more obvious
focus on pedagogical principles than in the past and not involve any qualitative changes.
(Hampel and Hauck, forthcoming).

The claims concerning benefits of synchronous audiographic conferencing (or online
language tuition, for short) include the following, some of which are self-evident and
do not need copious research to demonstrate them, while others may be more
debateable:

e improved access to learners who are geographically or physically remote and
otherwise unable to access the learning community/language class

o facility for anytime practice and access to materials and learners outside the
formal setting

e opportunities for expression and use of the, so-called, ‘new literacies’ developing
around ICT skills, including information technology skills in research,
collaboration, online reading, writing, listening and speaking, etc.

e enablement of economies of scale — ‘classroom’ space not limited as, in a
traditional setting, the classroom can extend beyond traditional geographical
boundaries

e creation and development of new communities of learners
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e opening-up of new possibilities for schools in terms of homework, out of school
practice, tandem learning and international collaboration

e enhancement of opportunities for intercultural communication and competence
development

The business world tends to take a more utilitarian view of the advantages, if not a
straightforward cost-benefit perspective. However, education cannot any longer
escape the rationalist drives from governments intent on getting value for money.
When viewed from a business perspective, Forster (2002) in an interesting paper,
‘The business of being online and international’, gives an example estimate of the
sums involved: he suggests that, if online learning captures 20% of the market
amounting to some 32 million students in 2025, the market would amount to some
144 billion dollars. Such perspectives are clear in the UK’s National Grid for Learning
strategy, one of whose main stated objectives alongside more educationally oriented
aims, is

‘making Britain a centre for excellence in the development of
networked software content, and a world leader in the export of
learning services’ (NGfL website, 2003).

The UK Government is keen on relating its ICT strategies to research and other
evidence, and in a comprehensive BECTA report (Comber et al., 2002)
commissioned on more generic issues related to use of ICT in schools, it was clear
that the increased incorporation of home use of computers would feature in
paradigms of good practice; one of the recommendations in the study states the
following:

There is recognition among teachers that a more flexible approach is
required if ICT is to be effective. Changes in lesson style to allow a less
formal classroom atmosphere, greater pupil autonomy, differing modes
of teacher/pupil interaction, and flexible study space are all recognized
as key success factors for effective use of ICT. Further good practice
should also be developed in facilitating greater links between home and
school use of ICT.

The utilitarian view of the benefits which tend to focus more on cost savings include
low cost expansion due to the absence of a need for new accommodation and
buildings; increases in the number of places available; the possibility to offer services
even with low demand or dispersed enrolments; and the ability to leverage the
limited number of teachers available (Forster, 2002).

However, such an interpretation posited primarily on cost control becomes less self-
evident in light of the fact that online services are currently almost always offered in
conjunction with traditional modes and this in reality creates additional costs on all
axes. Rarely is only one mode offered and it may even be that the major benefits of
online tuition are realised only in a mixed model environment where individuals’
choice is increased rather than dichotomised, a point which resonates somehow in
the terms ‘dual strand’ and ‘blended learning’. Additional costs may also need to be
borne by the students because of the need for broadband connectivity and computer
facilities in the home or other location where the online tuition takes place.

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
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Enthusiasm is not shared universally, and some criticism includes charges of
overstatement of the benefits. For example, Johnston (1999), cited in Hampel and
Hauck (2004), claims

that on-line learning has appropriated notions such as flexibility and
efficiency and skewed their meanings so as to make it appear that
on-line learning is the panacea for all our ills.

In his view, the only flexibility offered by online courses is that of time asynchronicity
and self-pacing. Hampel and Hauck (2004) citing Perkins, add the following:

Examination of the relevant findings in written CMC brings to light a
number of issues. Although some studies show that CMC can
encourage classroom interaction and student participation, limited
and irregular participation with small groups of students has been
identified as a risk.

Any slowness of uptake in the use of audiographic conferencing may be no more
than a resistance to change often seen with the introduction of novel approaches in
areas where established orthodoxies are entrenched (“It'll never fly...”), but such
resistance in the educational arena may not only be on the part of the learner.
Practitioners too may be hesitant to turn to the new technologies: age, for example,
is often suggested as a strong influence and often also compared with the
willingness of the young to adapt.

However, it may run a lot deeper and have a causal relationship with learner or
individual preferences, with the social and community aspects of face-to-face
learning exerting a rebarbative influence on distance learning modes.

The Open University in the UK has been at the forefront of development of
audiographic software for online pedagogic application and thousands of learners
have already used its Lyceum software. The Open University in Israel does a similar
job using Ofek, a live broadband broadcast system with various media incorporation
and talkback link by telephone; Microsoft continues to develop its platform
(LiveMeeting) which it uses for web casts, in-house training, client and meeting
needs, and is available to customers as a commercial service; Wimba provides high
quality voice software which can be used in conjunction with text chat and graphic
platforms, such as WebCT in a similar way; and a number of developmental
programs have explored similar means of communication.

In its application specifically to language learning, the Open University’s Lyceum
probably leads the field with tuition offered via the internet, using the dedicated
synchronous audiographic conferencing tool that was developed specifically for
distance learning. For example, the Department of Languages currently offers choice
of modes of tuition on most of its courses in French, Spanish and German yet take-
up by learners continues to increase only slowly and little hard evidence has yet
been published as to its relative effectiveness — relative that is to either f2f tuition or
no tuition at all.

Unlike LiveMeeting, Wimba, WebCT and other commercially available platforms,
Lyceum is dedicated in-house software developed for pedagogical application and
the activities designed for the online tutorials in groups of around 15 students are
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proving popular: tutors on f2f courses are increasingly asking to use the materials,
and, if nothing else, there seems to be a degree of interchangeability at least on the
pedagogical content. Its potential for use in schools is obvious and, at a time when
language teaching in the state system is enduring a certain turbulence, the value of
enhancements to language learning should not be underestimated; neither, of
course, should it be promulgated as a panacea for all ills (Johnson, 1999).

Much research on the subject concentrates on description of innovative modes of
tuition, whether they highlight the advantages and disadvantages of online tuition
versus f2f or whether they intend to sketch guidelines for effective use of
conferencing tools. Case studies and anecdotal reports bear witness to interest in
the area, but, currently, no reports of prospective comparative studies have been
identified.

Although most studies situate their approach within a particular theoretical
background, few researchers base their conclusions/findings on reliable
experimental studies. Warschauer (1997) made this point, understandable in 1997,
but despite the passage of time since then, it remains the case that the use of CMC
is not sufficiently research-based. He wrote as follows:

In addition, published accounts of how these features have been put
to use in the language classroom will be surveyed and discussed. In
some cases these accounts constitute rigorous research studies; in
other cases they represent teachers' personal evaluations of what
they have done in their classes. As this area of inquiry becomes
more mature, it will of course be desirable to depend more on the
former and less on the latter.

1.4 Review question
1.4.1 Research question for systematic map

What research (including reviews of such research) is there on the use and
effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in language learning
and teaching?

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
language teaching and learning (online language tuition): protocol for a systematic review



2. Review Methods

2 REVIEW METHODS

2.1 User-involvement

Language-learners from UK secondary schools
Online language-learners from higher education
Policy-makers from the DfES and other bodies
Educational researchers

Parents of language-learners

Teachers/tutors of languages

[ )

Users will be invited to read and comment on drafts of the protocol and review,
specifically to offer feedback from their particular perspectives, to assist in the
preparation of summaries of the review findings for specific audiences, and to assist
in dissemination of the findings.

2.2 Methods for identifying and describing studies

2.2.1 Defining relevant studies: inclusion criteria

1. Studies must report primary empirical research (including systematic reviews of
such research).

2. Research subjects must be learners of languages in institutional settings.

3. Focus of research must be synchronous audiographic conferencing.

2.2.2 Search strategy for identification of studies

Pilot searching by XH, PS and FD and casting the net widely with a large number of
search terms, has revealed very few relevant studies. Therefore the search to be
applied for the initial iteration of the review will use the restricted search terms on
selected databases. The search will include references from 1994 up to the chosen
cut-off date of 27 August 2004.

Pilot searching, using proprietary names of conferencing platforms, yielded no
relevant references to synchronous audiographic conferencing references and
therefore it has been removed.

Databases to be searched are as follows:

Academic search premier
ArticleFirst

Australian Education Index
British Education Index
Dissertation abstracts
Education-line

ERIC

Index to theses

ISI Web of knowledge

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
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10. Linguistics abstracts

11. MLA international bibliography

12. PapersFirst

13. ProceedingsFirst

14. ScienceDirect

15. WorldCat

16. Zetoc Electronic Table of Contents

Key journals that are not indexed or searchable electronically will be identified listed
and prioritised for handsearching for the first update of the review.

The search terms to be used (either as free text or descriptors depending on
individual databases) are as follows:

audio conferencing

synchronous or (real time)

multi modal or multimodal or multi-modal

computer mediated communication or CMC

computer (assisted or aided) language learning or CALL

AND
language learning

The Review Group will use EndNote to keep track of, and code, studies found during
the reviewing process. Titles and abstracts will be imported electronically or entered
manually where appropriate. We will apply the inclusion and exclusion criteria
successively to (i) titles and abstracts, and (ii) full reports. We will obtain full reports
for those studies that appear to meet the criteria or where we have insufficient
information to be sure. These reports will be entered into a second EndNote file. We
will re-apply the inclusion and exclusion criteria to the full reports and exclude those
references that do not meet these initial criteria. The resulting reports will comprise
the descriptive map for the review.

2.2.3 Description of studies

The descriptive map of relevant research will include all studies found during the
searching process up to the cut-off date of 27th August 2004. Research reports will
be gathered and described, using EPPI Reviewer online with keyworded entries for
each report. The keywording to describe the research reports will comprise (1) the
EPPI-Centre core keywording strategy (EPPI-Centre, 2003a) and (2) the following:

Title

Authors

Date

Publication source, type, etc.

Abstract

Research method (randomised controlled trial, controlled trial, comparative study,
descriptive prospective study, descriptive study)

Participants of research study (country, education sector, age, stage of learning)
Intervention (language, conferencing software, frequency of use, content of
programme, duration)

SOk LON =

o~
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9. Outcomes of interest (e.g. proficiency, fluency, motivation, learner opinion, tutor
opinion, participation)

10. Measurement (self-report, exam scores, assignment scores, other performance
measures, observation, survey/questionnaire)

11. Conclusions (concerning effectiveness)

2.2.4 Methods for quality assurance

Review group members in pairs will screen the studies and compare their decisions.
The same process will take place when keywording included studies. Members of
the EPPI-Centre will take a sample of the screened studies and independently apply
the inclusion criteria and keyword studies as part of the quality assurance process.

2.3 In-depth review

2.3.1 Preliminary research question for in-depth review

How effective is synchronous audiographic conferencing in language learning
and teaching?

2.3.2 Preliminary Inclusion criteria for the in-depth review

1. Studies must experimental or quasi-experimental study designs.
Study results must include a measure of effectiveness, performance or other
educational outcome, including scores on tests and assessments changes in
confidence, motivation learners' perceptions tutors' perceptions.

3. The duration of the synchronous audioconferencing should be not less than two
hours.

2.3.3 Methods of extracting data, and appraising quality and
relevant of evidence from relevant studies

From the map of research identified, the subset of studies selected for inclusion will
use EPPI Reviewer (the EPPI-Centre's web-based data-extraction and synthesis
software) to conduct detailed, independent (two people plus sampling by a third
person) evaluations of the studies to describe and appraise included studies.
Questions specific to the topic and review question will be incorporated into a generic
set of data-extraction guidelines (EPPI-Centre, 2003b) held on EPPI Reviewer.

The EPPI-Centre weight of evidence framework (contained within the data-extraction
guidelines described above) will be used to make explicit the process of different
weight given to the findings and conclusions of different studies. Such weighting of
evidence is based on the following:

A Soundness of studies (internal methodological coherence), based upon the
study only

B Appropriateness of the research design and analysis used for answering
the review question

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
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C Relevance of the study topic focus (from the sample, measures, scenario,
or other indicator of the focus of the study) to the review question

D The overall weight, taking into account A, B and C

2.3.4 Methods for synthesising findings of included studies

The review primary report will comprise analysis and cross-tabulated syntheses of
the included studies, concentrating on the findings of the individual studies in relation
to the characteristics of the research methods used, while the synthesis will draw
together the overall findings with a view to presenting an up-to-date evaluation of the
available evidence in relation to the review question.

It will present discussion of the results and findings from the studies, questions that
emerge, and implications for practice and research.

2.3.5 Methods for quality-assurance

Data-extraction and assessment of the weight of evidence brought by the study to
address the review question will be conducted by pairs of Review Group members,
working first independently and then comparing their decisions and coming to a
consensus. Members of the EPPI-Centre will also help in applying criteria and
keywording studies for a sample of studies.

The use and effectiveness of synchronous audiographic conferencing in modern
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