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Hablando se entiende la gente:  Online speaking homework
Nancy Marmion

St. Mark’s School of Texas

Introduction

How does the use of online interactive speaking homework develop and
enhance boys’ engagement and achievement in the study of Spanish?

This project explored the use of LingtLanguage and VoiceThread to assign online
interactive speaking homework. LingtLanguage and VoiceThread are websites where
students can listen to recorded material and post their own recordings. Because the
assignments were asynchronous (users did not have to be online simultaneously), the
boys were able listen to the questions and videos as many times as necessary, which
gave them time to think and plan their oral responses.

A class of sixteen ninth- and eleventh-grade students in intermediate Spanish at St.
Mark’s School of Texas participated in the research. This particular group was chosen
because the students had differing levels of experience with Spanish. While some
began to study the language in first grade, others began as late as grade 9. One of
the eleventh graders was new to the school.

St. Mark’s is an independent boys’ school of 850 students in grades 1-12 located in
Dallas, Texas. A college-preparatory school whose mission is to educate the “whole
boy,” St. Mark’s offers a rigorous academic curriculum combined with strong programs
in the arts, athletics and community service.

This project was carried out under the auspices of the International Boys’ Schools
Coalition (IBSC) Action Research Program. Action research provides a means for
teachers to reflect upon their practices in a systematic fashion with the goal of
improving their teaching and enhancing student learning.

Oral homework assignments replaced several written exercises in each unit. The goal
was to scaffold the tasks to help the boys develop the skills to become more confident
with the spoken language.

LingtLanguage exercises provided practice using the vocabulary and grammatical
structures in controlled situations. These activities usually included a related YouTube
video.

At the end of each unit, a VoiceThread project required students not only to practice
speaking in the presentational mode, but to comment on other students’ presentations
as well.

Data collection methods:

• Anonymous pre- and post-project questionnaires examining the students’ attitudes
and confidence about speaking Spanish

• Individual interviews
• A focus group
• Recordings of student responses to each oral task
• Speaking evaluations in the language laboratory at the beginning, mid-point, and

end of the project

Data analysis:

• The action research model and small sample size led to a qualitative approach.
• Analysis was primarily summative, though formative analysis shaped certain

aspects of the tasks.
• Responses from the interviews, focus group, and questionnaires were analyzed

and coded to detect themes and trends.
• Student performance on the pre-project, mid-point, and final evaluations was also

examined to identify changes in student achievement.

The Action

Results and discussion

Reaction to working in an asynchronous environment:

• Some students found the online environment to be unnatural, while others
appreciated the time it gave them to think and plan.

• Many boys preferred LingtLanguage exercises because they mirrored
interpersonal communication.

“[LingtLanguage] encourage[d] fluency and improv[isation].”

• A VoiceThread project simulating a call-in advice show won praise for its peer
interaction and real-life qualities.

“Not only was that the most fun, … they were real-life problems, I
mean they were, for the most part, they were actually things that
people were going through, and it was fun to actually get to react to
something your friends said.”

• Several students noted that writing their presentations and then reading them
aloud provided additional reinforcement of the vocabulary and structures.

“You get practice writing down what you're going to say, and then you
actually say it, instead of just writing it down and turning it in.”

• Students cited the benefits of being able to hear their own speech.
• Teacher feedback was judged a positive aspect.

“I think the part that helped people achieve the most was … your
feedback.”

Performance:

• Oral evaluations showed no significant progress in student achievement.
• Students cited significant improvement in listening comprehension.

Confidence:

• Ten of sixteen boys noted increased confidence in their speaking skills.
• Thirteen students filled the entire time allotted on the final oral evaluation.
• The additional speaking practice seemed to reduce the stress associated with oral

exams.

Engagement:

• Fourteen of sixteen students completed their online assignments all or most of the
time.

• Students were almost evenly divided as to whether or not they enjoyed doing their
online homework.

• Eleven students said the online oral assignments prepared them to use language.
• Students preferred interactive “real-life” exercises.
• Technological problems and access issues detracted from the overall experience.

Conclusions

Data collection and analysis 
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Online interactive speaking homework is a useful addition to the Spanish
teacher’s repertoire. By providing another vehicle for students to practice the
language beyond the bounds of the classroom, such oral assignments can help
achieve a greater balance among the four language skills.

Engagement and achievement:

Despite the lack of clear evidence of improved student achievement, this research
suggests that online speaking assignments, particularly when the tasks are designed
to be as authentic as possible, provide some incentive for boys to become more
actively engaged in the learning process while building the confidence they need for
effective oral communication.

Authentic communication:

The students expressed enthusiasm for authentic tasks, such as the VoiceThread
project that involved “real-life” communication with their peers. The difficulty of
designing such tasks in an asynchronous environment is evident, but it can be argued
that even such an artificial environment comes closer to listening and speaking in the
real world than the typical written homework assignment.

Technology:

As several of the boys themselves pointed out, the technology is sure to improve with
time, which should eliminate some of the problems the boys experienced and make
the overall process of completing such assignments more enjoyable.

Implications for practice:

In the future, I will continue to make use of LingtLanguage and VoiceThread to give
online speaking homework. At least in the short run, however, I plan to reduce the
frequency of such assignments and focus my efforts on the authenticity of the
communicative situation.
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For more information on this project, I can be contacted at marmion@smtexas.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.
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