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VoiceThread: Weaving together home and school
Kelly Castellanos

St. Albans School

Introduction

Thirty eighth grade students from St. Albans School in Washington, DC, took part in the
International Boys’ School Coalition Action Research program to answer the question:
Can the use of VoiceThread technology enhance boys’ engagement and achievement in
their study of the Spanish language?

VoiceThread is a web-based program that allows people to share stories with images and
voiceovers. The program allows students to record their voices at home, and save these
recordings on the web for the teacher to review.

The goal of this project was to evaluate if the use of this program as a homework tool:
1) engaged the students
2) helped students’ pronunciation and aided in the fluency of their speech
3) gave the students a sense of achievement.

Using action research methodology for this project, I searched for a potential solution
(VoiceThread) and then tested VoiceThread by incorporating it into classroom practice.

St. Albans School is an all-boys’ school that educates around 565 boys in grades four
through twelve, or Forms C through VI. It was established in 1909 by the Protestant
Episcopal Foundation. St. Albans School is located in the northwest region of
Washington, DC.

The sample group for the research project consisted of thirty eighth grade Spanish
students. There is a range of abilities in this class with regard to vocabulary use,
speaking abilities and general comprehension. A few of the boys speak a foreign
language at home and have had a smoother transition into their formal study of Spanish.

VoiceThread technology allows for more oral participation from all the students and not
just a few, as is typical in a classroom setting. The activities that were set up for them
varied in format and level of difficulty. Depending on the grammar or vocabulary being
studied that week, the activities included answering questions and narrating scenes.

Sample exercise: Pepe en el consultorio. Describe la experiencia que tuvo
Pepe en el consultorio del doctor. Usa el pretérito e imperfecto.

Students used VoiceThread technology several times in class, but mainly at home as a
homework assignment. In total, students were given a VoiceThread assignment eight
times throughout the semester.

To assess the students’ engagement and achievement in the project, qualitative and
quantitative analysis was used. Online surveys, questionnaires, in-person interviews,
and graded assignments were analyzed for this project.

• October 2010: pre-project survey and questionnaire administered to all thirty
students.
o Sample questions: How often do you speak Spanish outside the classroom?

and How confident do you feel speaking Spanish?

• November 2010-February 2011: assigned and graded assignments done on
VoiceThread. Used a simple rubric for oral assignments taken from En español 2
Teacher’s edition.
o Rubric:

• February 2011: post-project survey and questionnaire conducted to all thirty
students. In addition, in-person interviews given to six students.
o Sample questions: Now that you have used the VoiceThread program at home

and in school, how confident do you feel speaking Spanish? and Do you like
using VoiceThread program?

Surveys and questionnaires were collected. Themes were established based on
responses to questionnaires, and compared to the students’ performance on the
VoiceThread activities.

The Action

Results and discussion

The responses of the students surveyed were analyzed, and the following five shared 
themes were identified:

• Additional positive strategy for studying

• Opportunities for correction 

• Decrease in confidence levels

• Speaking a language needs to be a back and forth conversation

• Some difficulty using the program

In addition to the qualitative data gathered from the students’ questionnaires, surveys,
and in-person interviews, the students’ VoiceThread assignments were graded. For the
first lesson the average score was 13 out of 15 while on the second lesson the students
averaged 11.6. Despite this decrease in their scores at the beginning of the project, there
seemed to be a slight, but gradual increase in their performance for the remainder of the
semester. The average score was 13 at Lesson 1 and 14.4 at Lesson 8.

As seen from the chart above, the standard error is minimal (>0.25) and decreases from 
beginning to end of the project.  

Students working on an in-class activity on VoiceThread.

Conclusions

Data collection and analysis 

Literature informing the study

Further information

International Boys’ Schools Coalition

It is important for students to feel that language learning is not just about writing their
answers and reproducing orally what they have written. Language is best learned by
conversing with others. However, when exchanges with native speakers are not
available on a daily basis, it is challenging for students to practice their speaking skills
outside of the classroom. VoiceThread technology is one of many programs that can
enhance the foreign language curriculum.

Impact on students and curriculum:

Even though the surveys showed a decrease in the students’ confidence level, on the
free response questionnaire most boys stated they enjoyed using VoiceThread. This
slight decrease in confidence could be attributed to two factors:

1) listening to their own voice
2) speaking to a computer as opposed to a person

VoiceThread as a whole gave the students the opportunity to practice their speaking
skills outside the classroom, and not just the fifty minutes they have in class. In
addition, the program allowed all students to participate orally on the same activity.

Implications for practice:

While study abroad programs are the best way for students to practice their speaking
skills and become better language students, this option is not available to everyone.
For this reason, programs such as VoiceThread are a good start to enhance the
curriculum with unique activities that will motivate the students and give them a sense
of success in the skills they have acquired. These types of programs provide a
valuable supplement to the existing language classes.
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For more information on this project,  I can be contacted at 
kelly_castellanos@cathedral.org.  

The full reports of this and similar projects undertaken as part of the IBSC’s Action 
Research Program can be viewed at http://www.theibsc.org/. An online copy of this 
poster is also available on the IBSC site.

Home
Computer Teacher

10

11

12

13

14

15

Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4 Lesson 5 Lesson 6 Lesson 7 Lesson 8

G
ra

d
e 

(o
u

t 
of

 1
5

)

Lesson Number

Average Scores on VoiceThread Assignments

It is not ‘busy work’ because it actually helps us improve at 
speaking Spanish and developing what we want to say.

…I can hear myself talk and can correct my mistakes.

I do not find that my speaking skills have improved drastically 
over the time that I have used VoiceThread.  When I speak 
Spanish now, I feel less comfortable speaking.  However, I am 
not sure this is the fault of VoiceThread.

The VoiceThread program helped some, but speaking with 
other people was better and helped more.

In all honesty I find it difficult to use and glitch at times.

The Study Population
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