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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

As a distance language teacher, I have confronted many issues in practice and in theory. For me, the 

most urgent and significant issues are how distance learners can effectively acquire listening and 

speaking skills when there is a physical distance between the learner and the education provider, 

and how cutting edge technology can be utilized to maximize optimal conditions for developing 

these skills. These questions have challenged me intellectually and led to the theoretical and 

empirical investigation in this research, an inquiry into oral-visual interaction via Internet-based 

desktop videoconferencing for language acquisition at a distance. 

This introductory chapter provides a framework for the book. It commences with a brief 

statement of the research focus which delineates the central and subsidiary research questions to 

allow an overview of this study. It then sets the scene for the rest of the book by briefly introducing 

the Open Learning Chinese Program taught at Griffith University, Australia, as this program will be 

used as a case study throughout the research (for details of this program, see Section 1.3). The 

chapter further examines the course delivery structures of this program in comparison with those of 

the Open University in the UK in order to identify the needs of learners in the present generation 

DLE. These case studies highlight the need for oral-visual interaction in DLE. I then outline a 

possible solution to the provision of such interaction and discuss the significance of the research. 

The chapter ends with a synopsis of the contents for each chapter that follows. 

1.2 Research focus 

1.2.1 Statement of research questions 

While the concept of distance education has been applauded for such features as flexibility in 

delivery and minimal teacher contact, the cost for students learning languages in distance mode has 

been the weakness in the acquisition of speaking and listening skills. The physical distance between 

the learner and the language program provider has prevented the creation of an effective and 

interactive language learning environment (Wang & Sun, 2001). My research indicates that 

Synchronous Computer Mediated Communication (SCMC) supporting oral-visual interaction has 

not yet been effectively employed in practice to minimize the impact of distance in DLE. At both 

the theoretical and practical levels, research in the use of this category of CMC in language learning 
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at a distance has occupied only a marginal status, in terms of both quantity and quality, in the 

entirety of DLE research. This book attempts to fill some of the gaps in this interdisciplinary area. 

The argument in this study is that Internet-based videoconferencing tools may, for the first time 

in history, support real-time oral-visual interaction between second language learners and teachers 

in distance education mode. The central research question, therefore, is as follows. 

In what ways is oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing able to facilitate L2 
acquisition at a distance? 

In the course of answering the central research question, the following subsidiary questions are 

closely investigated: 

♦ What are the needs of distance learners in terms of L2 acquisition? 

♦ What are the benefits and limitations of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for 

L2 acquisition at a distance? 

♦ What are the implications and potential of such interaction for L2 acquisition in distance 

mode? 

What are the needs of distance learners in terms of L2 acquisition? To answer this first 

subsidiary question, this research project sets out to establish that distance language learners do 

need improved platforms for acquisition of speaking skills. This conclusion was reached by using 

the Open Learning Language Chinese program at Griffith University as a case study, and by 

employing contextual materials on distance education. I have argued elsewhere (Wang & Sun, 2001) 

that the physical distance between the learner and the language program provider has prevented the 

creation of an effective interactive language learning environment. This problem is particularly 

acute in the acquisition of listening and speaking skills where spoken interaction is essential, but has 

been nevertheless missing (for discussion of listening and speaking problems in DLE, see Wang & 

Sun, 2000; Wong & Fauverge, 1999; Goodfellow et al., 1999; Kötter, 2001; Hampel & Hauck, 2004, 

Wang, 2004b). The importance of interaction, especially spoken interaction, to second language (L2) 

acquisition has long been recognized in the literature (see Hall, 1995; Lantolf, 1994; Ohta, 1995; 

Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Kitade, 2000; Gass, 2003; Long, 1996). However, 

there has until now been no effective way of incorporating this dimension of L2 acquisition into 

distance language learning. My attempt to find a technology to support an improved platform for 

the provision of spoken interaction in distance language learning indicates that real-time SCMC, 

especially videoconferencing tools supporting oral-visual interaction, may be effectively employed 

to minimize the impact of distance in DLE. 



 3

Then, what are the benefits and limitations of videoconferencing-supported oral and visual 

interaction in the process of L2 acquisition? This second subsidiary research question follows on 

the first. To answer this question, a two-stage evaluation of a L2 learning environment via 

videoconferencing was designed and conducted with the participation of both on-campus and 

distance Chinese language learners. In this environment, participants used NetMeeting, a 

videoconferencing tool, to complete a variety of meaning-focused speaking tasks involving real-

time oral-visual interaction with their teacher. Two aspects of the benefits and limitations of this 

learning environment were evaluated: its technological capabilities and its pedagogical values for 

L2 acquisition in distance mode. The technological capabilities were evaluated using criteria 

developed through this research. The pedagogical values were assessed against criteria also 

developed for this study following research in L2 acquisition, and communicative and task-based 

language learning theories, especially Chapelle’s (2001) criteria for CALL task evaluation. Central 

to this evaluation is the investigation of the language learning potential of a videoconferencing task, 

in terms of its provision of focus on form in negotiating of meaning. 

What are the implications and potential of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for L2 

acquisition in distance mode? The data gathered from the two-stage evaluation posed this final 

subsidiary research question. Recommendations for future research were made based on the 

empirical findings of the evaluation, and in reference to L2 acquisition theories, especially in terms 

of the use of videoconferencing, videoconferencing-based task design and performance through oral 

and visual interaction. 

In this study, distance language learning is the field of research, Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing is the chosen technology, and the provision of oral and visual interaction for L2 

acquisition by distance learners constitutes the core research problem. Thus, this study can be 

summarized as an investigation of the ways in which videoconferencing-enabled oral-visual 

interaction facilitates L2 acquisition in distance mode. 

1.2.2 Defining videoconferencing for this study 

It has to be stressed at the outset that the focus of this study is on Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing, not other types of videoconferencing. Broadly speaking, from a technical 

perspective, videoconferencing can be categorized into desktop and studio-based conferencing. 

Studio-based videoconferencing can be supported by either the Internet or a LAN (Local Area 

Network) and often involves more complicated set-ups and technology, such as a codec, a 

multipoint control unit, a studio, and a visualizer. In a campus-based educational setting, such 

videoconferencing is often designed to conduct lectures across campuses or institutions. The initial 
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investment and ongoing maintenance costs are huge. The studio-based videoconferencing is also 

place dependent, i.e. all learners have to be at a certain place for a videoconferencing session. These 

features make the studio-based videoconferencing unsuitable for distance learners, who mostly 

require an individual, inexpensive and user-friendly platform. In contrast, desktop 

videoconferencing is a more economical option in terms of initial investment and ongoing 

maintenance for distance learners. It is also more user-friendly and less place- and time-dependent 

as the learner can use it on his or her PC (Personal Computer) at home or work. No complicated set-

ups are needed. Again, desktop videoconferencing can be Internet or LAN based. This book, with 

its focus on the provision of oral-visual interaction to distance language learners, will concentrate 

on the effectiveness and efficiency of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing for L2 acquisition 

in distance mode because this type of videoconferencing suits the distance learning environment 

better than studio-based videoconferencing. 

1.3 Language learning at a distance: The Open Learning Chinese Language 

Program at Griffith University 

In contrast to other disciplines in distance education, systematic and comprehensive distance 

programs for language learning emerged relatively recently. Most of the distance modern language 

programs were not developed until the 1980s. For example, the Open University founded in 1969 in 

the UK did not start its language teaching until 1994, after 25 years of experience in the provision 

of distance education in many other academic areas (Stevens, 1995, p. 12). Since then, it has been 

regarded as the “largest modern foreign language learning provider” in the UK (Kötter et al., 1999, 

p. 55). The international enthusiasm for DLE of the 1980s emerged from the advances in 

educational technology which promised support for the mastery of language skills such as listening 

and speaking skills, although drill and practice of grammar were still the main activities at this time. 

It was amid this widespread enthusiasm for distance language learning that the Open Learning 

Chinese program at Griffith University was launched. It was developed in 1991 by the Key Centre 

for Asian Languages and Studies at Griffith University in collaboration with the School of Modern 

Languages at Macquarie University. Students enrolling in this program have been quite 

geographically dispersed, with the majority from different states in Australia and some even from 

other countries. Involvement with this program as a teacher and course developer has provided me 

with first hand knowledge about the joy and frustration of these distance language learners. They 

are delighted to have the opportunity of learning a language wherever and whenever they want, 

without having to attend classes at scheduled times. Qualifying the positive feelings is the 
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frustration they often feel when they are learning to communicate but without a communication 

partner in the target language. It would not be an exaggeration to conclude that physical distance 

prevents effective language learning and teaching from happening. Similarly, without adequate 

technological support, there are severe deficiencies in distance modes of delivery, particularly in the 

case of communicative language learning and teaching. 

As described in the Study Guide of the Open Learning program, this program is a “relatively 

‘low-tech’ package, only requiring access to a television, video player and a cassette player” (1992, 

p. 5). Printed matter, cassette-taped texts and videotapes thus constitute the major forms of subject 

matter delivery. This form of delivery structure has been retained since 1991. Data from two major 

surveys completed in the 1980s also indicates the employment of the same delivery structure 

throughout the world. The first was conducted among 89 institutions, of which the majority were in 

the United States (Stringer et al., 1982) and the second surveyed all the Australian higher education 

institutions offering modern languages in distance mode in 1985 (Williams and Sharma, 1988). 

Results from both surveys revealed that “a typical distance-taught language course package 

consisted of a textbook or textbooks and at least one workbook”. If there were other materials, “the 

audio-cassette was the most common” (Williams and Sharma, 1988, p. 135). Kötter (2001, p. 328) 

also confirms the provision of a similar course delivery format even at the start of the 21st century 

by stating that distance language learners, in comparison with writing in the target language for an 

audience, normally have even fewer chances to test and to improve their speaking skills in authentic 

communication. When discussing Lyceum, an Internet-based audio conferencing tool developed by 

the Open University, Hampel & Hauck (2004, p. 66) point out that until 2002, “Open University 

language students depended primarily on traditional distance-learning methods of delivery such as 

print material, video tapes, audio cassettes, and occasional face-to-face tutorials…”. Judging from 

the available publications on distance language learning, it may not be imprudent to suggest that a 

similar delivery mode remains the mainstream media of instruction, despite the recent involvement 

of computer technology. This is certainly true of the Griffith University Open Learning Chinese 

Program. Obviously such asynchronous delivery mode is not adequate to facilitate interactive 

language learning, and cannot satisfy the needs of learners of the 21st century. 

In the present structure of course delivery of the Open Learning Chinese program at Griffith 

University, the acquisition of speaking skills in the target language has been largely left to the 

students themselves with little academic support and no spontaneous feedback at all (Wang & Sun, 

2000). Therefore, none of the three communicative strands (cooperative learning, collaborative 

learning and interaction) in normal language classroom is available in this distance language 

program. The students are required to submit three assignments in each study period. Each 
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assignment comprises four parts: speaking, writing, reading comprehension and translation. No 

serious problems have surfaced in students’ handling of the sections on writing, reading 

comprehension and translation. It is in the section on speaking that teachers and students have 

experienced the greatest difficulty, as shown in survey results discussed in Section 3.2.1. 

1.4 Lack of exposure to oral-visual interaction in distance language learning 

It is generally accepted that interaction is an integral part of communicative language learning (Hall, 

1995; Lantolf, 1994; Ohta, 1995; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Long, 1996; McKay, 1996; Kitade, 2000). 

However, spontaneous oral-visual interaction is missing in the Open Learning Chinese program at 

Griffith University. The speaking section of the language assignments usually requires students to 

record a few sentences or passages onto a tape, as the only measure to check students’ progress in 

speaking (Wang & Sun, 2000). The tape is then submitted to the teacher together with written 

assignments. After listening to the tape, the teacher is only able to point out to the students which 

sound was pronounced incorrectly, and why it was wrong. For example, the teacher may write 

comments to warn a student that the ma sound requiring the first tone was incorrectly pronounced 

as a fourth tone. However, this cannot ensure that the student will know how to pronounce the ma 

sound in the first tone after reading the teacher’s notes. During my years of teaching with the Open 

Learning program, I often found myself recording the same passage for some students after 

listening to their recordings and asking the students to listen to my recording, with the hope that the 

students would notice the difference between the correct pronunciation and theirs. This is an 

enormous task for the teacher if there are a considerable number of students. Even so, there is no 

way to guarantee that the students listen to my recording, let alone ascertain that they can decipher 

the difference between the correct and incorrect pronunciations. Furthermore, when discussing this 

type of tape-recorded speaking practice, Goodfellow et al. (1999, p. 268) point out that students 

“cannot get immediate feedback on their performance”. Similar comments or complaints from the 

students were also heard in our program (see Section 3.2.1). This is because their previous 

assignments may be returned after they have sent off their next one in which the same mistake 

might have been made. Even if they receive the previous assignment before they send off the next 

one, the comments may not be able to register strongly since student memory of the problems may 

no longer be fresh. 

This problem is particularly acute in the case of learning Chinese language, largely because 

Chinese is a tonal language. Of the many difficulties encountered by beginners of Chinese language, 

mastery of the tones in Chinese is always a daunting task. There are four tones, or five including the 
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neutral one, which are variations in pitch. McGinnis (1997, p. 228) argues, “[t]he critical 

importance of tonal accuracy in the development of spoken competence in Chinese cannot be 

underestimated”. This is because a slight variation in the tone can represent a totally different 

character with a different meaning. For example, ma with the first tone can mean “mother” (妈) 

while ma with the third tone can mean “horse” (马). McGinnis (1997, p. 228) further contends that 

“[t]here is nothing secondary about tone in Chinese, yet to most learners of Chinese as a second 

language, the suprasegmental feature of lexical tone is so far removed from their native language 

experience as to render the mastery of tones problematic, neglected, or both”. Learners need to hear 

and watch the pronunciation of the sound in context to be able to ascertain the subtle differences 

between the tones. Orton (2001, p. 140) also stresses the importance of acquiring tones when 

learning Chinese by stating that “there needed to be concentrated assistance for English speakers 

learning Chinese with the major tasks of acquiring tone and characters”. 

Assuming that the Open Learning students could attain perfect pronunciation and tones, and 

could remember all the useful phrases and sentences after studying assiduously with books and 

tapes, spontaneous interaction in the target language is still not available in such a low-tech learning 

environment. Compared with distance language programs with no inclusion of an oral component 

(see Stringer et al., 1982, 54 out of 222 sampled), the Open Learning Chinese Program at Griffith 

University is much better off in the provision of oral skill training. However, there is a serious 

deficiency in this provision: that is, it does not offer the opportunity for language output in a natural 

environment where two way oral-visual interaction and communication in the target language can 

be generated spontaneously as they would in the real world. Despite the limited language input, that 

is, the provision of audio-tapes and a TV program called Dragon’s Tongue, communicative and 

interactional skills do not readily emerge from just listening to and watching the language being 

spoken. Consequently, students still find themselves lacking a simple spontaneous answer to a very 

basic sentence that they have practised many times. This is because, apart from being daunted by 

the speaker’s unfamiliar accent and intonation, the Open Learning students are not used to and have 

not acquired the skills for communicating in the target language. Due to the existence of distance, 

and the lack of capable technologies, there has been seriously inadequate, if any, training in 

interactional skills, such as turn taking, clarification requests, filled pauses, and other elements 

deemed essential for successful language acquisition by scholars in Second Language (L2) 

acquisition (see sections 2.2 and 2.3). Having never been exposed to real-life use of the target 

language in face-to-face interaction where visual cues such as eye contact and other body language 

are presented, they are not prepared for the “unpredictability of social talk” (McCarthy, 1991, p. 

137). Furthermore, without these basic communication skills, deep learning and advanced 
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communication skills such as the interpretation of implicatures are unachievable. The low level of 

communicative competency of distance learners became clearly evident in the later empirical 

studies of this research and drew my attention to the gravity of the problem of the lack of oral-visual 

interaction. Informed by the literature on distance language learning, I argue that this is a problem 

common to most distance language learning programs (similar findings can be found in the Open 

University program, according to Shield & Hewer, 1999), which needs the urgent attention of 

language professionals. 

The present Open Learning program recognizes the students’ needs for immediate feedback on 

their written and oral assignments and assessments, and attempts to meet the needs by providing a 

weekly telephone consultation service. A toll free number is put in place for students to contact the 

teacher when they have questions regarding their assignments and assessments. It is not used for the 

delivery of teaching materials. However, experience shows that it is sometimes difficult to explain 

certain concepts and characters without visual support. For example, it is almost impossible to 

demonstrate on the phone how a Chinese character should be written. This service therefore has its 

limitations and is ineffective in solving the problem of lack of interactive speaking practice. 

1.5 Finding a solution to the problem of lack of oral-visual interaction 

Clearly, a highly interactive and synchronous learning environment is conducive to effective 

communicative language learning at a distance, particularly for the acquisition of speaking skills. 

Unfortunately this is precisely where most distance language programs fall short. The few earlier 

videoconferencing projects such as The HIPERNET, LEVERAGE and ReLaTe in the 1990s may 

have represented the beginning of efforts to find a way of offering oral-visual interaction in distance 

language learning, but these projects often involve huge up-front expenses and ongoing 

maintenance costs (for reports and reviews of these projects, see McAndrew et al., 1996; Wong & 

Fauverge, 1999; Buckett & Stringer, 1997; Wang, 2004). A review of these projects is also 

conducted in Section 2.3.2. While more and more research on the use of CMC to improve students’ 

writing and reading comprehension is being published, there is a paucity of systematic findings on 

the effectiveness of CMC in improving students’ speaking ability. This book attempts to bridge gaps 

in this area by investigating a technological and economically viable videoconferencing-based 

option that allows the learner to orally and visually interact with each other or the teacher at home 

through the use of their personal computer. The constant improvement in Internet products and 

bandwidth promises a potential solution to the provision of synchronous oral and visual interaction 

in DLE. 
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My investigation into the capabilities of videoconferencing started with a preliminary 

examination of the available videoconferencing tools. At the start of this research in 1999, 

NetMeeting, now integrated into MSN, emerged strongly for its potential to support synchronous 

oral and visual interaction. This preliminary study was then followed by a more in-depth two-stage 

evaluation of NetMeeting. Stage One evaluated NetMeeting with the involvement of three on-

campus students from Griffith University in an intranet environment. Stage Two launched the 

evaluation in an Internet environment with the participation of five students from the Griffith 

University Open Learning Chinese program. In contrast to most studies in CMC literature, this 

research did not stop at the technological level of the investigation. As a focal area of investigation, 

the pedagogical values of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing were examined through the 

performance and completion of the pedagogical tasks especially designed for evaluating 

videoconferencing. A considerable amount of useful data was collected from this two-stage 

investigation, from which important conclusions and implications have been derived. 

1.6 Significance of the research problem 

When discussing distance education in general, Peters (1991) drew attention to the gravity of the 

problem of lack of interaction: 

Zaochny is the Russian word for ‘distance’ in distance education. It is remarkable as it means – 

etymologically speaking – ‘without eye contact’. This implies that the decisive criterion 

according to which distance education can be distinguished from conventional teaching and 

learning is the lack of eye contact. Distance education does not take place ‘eyeball to eyeball’ as 

Wedemeyer once called it. As the eye is the organ of man’s innermost feelings, this aspect of 

apartness is surely significant. We become aware that a whole dimension of the interaction of 

the teacher and learner is lacking in distance education. The new form of teaching and learning 

is defined and characterized by pointing to a severe deficiency. (p. 52) 

If the lack of eye contact is a severe deficiency of distance education in a general sense, such 

deficiency can be even more detrimental to the development of the learner’s communicative 

competency in L2 learning, because oral and visual interaction is the core component in 

communicative language learning. The significance of this study is therefore as follows: 

♦ This research identifies distance language learners’ need for oral-visual interaction as an 

important issue that requires urgent attention from distance language professionals. 
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♦ This research evaluates findings and resulting recommendations regarding the ways in 

which oral-visual interaction enabled by videoconferencing facilitates L2 acquisition. 

♦ The research directs our attention to the potential of Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing in the provision of synchronous oral and visual interaction for L2 

acquisition in DLE. 

♦ The findings from this research may be usefully replicated by other distance language 

learning programs. 

1.7 Organization of book 

The main body of the book consists of 7 chapters. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 

establishes the significance of the research question by means of a critical review of the relevant 

literature. This review scrutinizes such theories as interaction, task design and evaluation principles 

and CMC-based interactions. It also evaluates the provision of interaction in the developmental 

stages of distance language education. In so doing, this chapter proposes a new taxonomy of CMC-

based interaction and the emergence of a fourth generation DLE. 

Chapter 3 consists of three parts. Part one reports the findings from two preliminary case studies, 

laying a foundation for the main empirical study of this research. Part two contains a detailed 

account of the methodologies employed in this research. It first provides a synopsis of the two-stage 

evaluation of NetMeeting, including the objectives, procedures, participants and network 

environments of each stage of the evaluation. This part further points out the formative and 

qualitative nature and the task-based approach of this study. Finally, it specifies data collected and 

data collection and analysis methods. Two sets of criteria are then proposed in part three of this 

chapter for evaluating the technological capabilities and the pedagogical values of oral-visual 

interaction via videoconferencing respectively. 

Chapter 4 presents (with a preliminary analysis) the data collected from the two stages of the 

evaluation of NetMeeting with both on-campus and distance participants. This chapter focuses on 

the technological capabilities of videoconferencing in the support of oral-visual interaction in DLE. 

Chapter 5 provides a detailed account of the data collected from the two-stage evaluation of 

NetMeeting in relation to the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-supported oral-visual 

interaction in DLE. In this evaluation, tasks were designed and trialled with both on-campus and 

distance participants, and significant findings emerged. 
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Chapter 6 further develops the analysis of the findings contained in chapters 4 and 5. In this 

analysis, recommendations are suggested regarding the effective use of videoconferencing in future 

applications and videoconferencing task design and performance. 

Chapter 7 concludes the book by summarizing the contributions and findings of this research, 

and discussing the implications of the findings for future research. It also points out that a re-

conceptualization of distance language education is necessary and possible as a result of the 

developments and employment of technology. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review: Interactive language learning, CMC, and the 
provision of interaction in DLE 

2.1 Introduction 

As discussed in Section 1.2, this research investigates the ways in which videoconferencing-

enabled real-time oral and visual interaction facilitates L2 acquisition by distance learners. 

This chapter, consequently, examines the role and importance of interaction in language learning 

and in the development of DLE. 

To pursue this discussion, the chapter proceeds through three cumulative steps. Part One 

provides a definitional context for this research through a comprehensive review of the literature on 

the definitions of interaction in general and spoken interaction in particular. This section then moves 

on to examine the importance of interaction in the context of communicative language learning. 

Important theories concerning communicative language learning such as negotiation of meaning 

and focus on form are critically reviewed. In view of its importance to the empirical study of this 

research, the task-based approach is also discussed in detail in terms of task design and evaluation 

principles. 

Part Two of this chapter focuses on Computer Mediated Communication (CMC)-based 

interactions, with updated reviews on their recent developments in both theory and practice. In this 

critical review, a new taxonomy is proposed (Wang, 2004a, p. 376). CMC is a key issue in this 

research because the central argument in this book is that videoconferencing, a major form of CMC, 

provides a solution to the problem identified in Chapter 1: the lack of oral and visual interaction in 

distance language education. 

Part Three of this chapter highlights the quality of interaction in the four developmental stages of 

DLE, from a historical perspective. It is proposed in this section that a fourth generation DLE is 

emerging with real-time oral-visual interaction as its defining feature (Wang & Sun, 2001, p. 551). 

The discussion in Part Two and Part Three leads to an answer to the first subsidiary research 

question: what are the needs of distance learners in terms of L2 acquisition? The chapter’s three 

parts are interdependent and interconnected. Each part is crucial to the investigation of distance 

language learners’ needs as a prerequisite for this research on improved L2 acquisition. 
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2.2 Part One – Interaction and interactive language learning 

2.2.1 Definitions of interaction 

As interaction provides a central theme of investigation in this research, we need to understand it 

conceptually in order to establish a framework and foundation for later discussions on the capacities 

of videoconferencing to support the kind of interaction needed for language learning at a distance. 

At the outset, the difference between interactivity and interaction must be clarified, even though 

they are sometimes used interchangeably in the literature. In this book, the distinction between the 

two terms drawn by McLoughlin and Oliver (1995, p. 51) is adopted: 

In order to bring some conceptual clarity to these terms, it is proposed that a distinction is drawn 

between the system interactivity afforded by the technology and instructional interactions which 

arise through deliberate planning and intervention. 

Thus, interactivity is used to describe the capacity of a particular technology whereas interaction 

refers to human activity. Thus, in this study, interactivity is only used to describe the capabilities of 

NetMeeting, while interaction constitutes the focal point in the inquiry. This is why the following 

discussion concentrates on interaction. The concept of interaction will be discussed in relation to 

recent developments in the field. 

Probing the nature of interaction, one cannot help but notice its complexity and hence the 

problem of defining it. Such complexity lies not only in the inclusiveness of this concept, but also in 

its evolving roles in a time of technological innovation. In the last 20 years, there is much more 

research focus on the concept of interaction. As a result it is much richer in content, scope and depth 

than it did 20 years ago. A review of the literature on interaction reveals two major generic traits of 

interaction – its social and individual nature. Bates (1997) summarizes the present achievements in 

the research of interaction by placing interaction in the following two contexts: 

the first is an individual, isolated activity, and that is the interaction of a learner with the 

learning material, be it text, television or computer program; the second is a social activity, and 

that is the interaction between two or more people about the learning material. Both kinds of 

interactions are important in learning. (p. 100; emphasis in original) 

Furthermore, both kinds of interaction can be face-to-face and technology-mediated. 
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Interaction as a social activity 

There is little controversy over the social nature of interaction. In fact the word ‘interaction’ itself 

denotes such a characteristic. In other words, interaction is a socially reciprocal action involving 

two or more people, and it can be face-to-face or technology-mediated. 

Twenty years ago, the definition of interaction was largely in the realm of face-to-face mode. 

Wells (1981, p. 46) used it interchangeably with the word “communication”. He suggests firstly that 

“linguistic interaction is a collaborative activity”, and then moves on to say that “linguistic 

communication involves the establishment of a triangular relationship between the sender, the 

receiver and the context of situation”. Rivers (1987, p. 4) renders Wells’ understanding of 

interaction into a verbal version: “listening to others, talking with others, negotiating meaning in a 

shared context”. Along with more interest and research in interaction, scholars (e.g. Neu, 1990; 

Oxford, 1995) began to identify the non-verbal aspect of face-to-face interaction (e.g. body 

languages) and its importance in communicative language acquisition. Oxford (1997, p. 444) 

defines interaction as “the situation in which people act upon each other” and in educational settings, 

“interaction involves teachers, learners and others acting upon each other and consciously or 

unconsciously interpreting (i.e. giving meaning to) those actions”. 

The above definitions point out that, in a social context, face-to-face interaction involves more 

than one party, and involves the possibility of reciprocal actions. In other words, face-to-face 

interaction involves action between at least two parties, be it verbal or non-verbal interaction, and 

the purpose of interaction is for negotiating meaning. 

The rapid development of technology has vastly enriched the content and scope of interaction. In 

fact, a new term has appeared to denote the influence of technology in interaction – technologized 

interaction (see Hutchby, 2001). Again, this type of interaction can be individual or social. 

Telephone and computer-mediated human-human interaction are two of the most important forms 

of technologized social interaction, offering various types of interaction that have never existed 

before. In such interaction, the technology is seen as a tool to be used by the human to achieve 

communication goals, in this case, interaction in language learning. These goals are often achieved 

through the manipulation of keyboard, mouse, computer screen, video, voice etc. All these naturally 

affect the nature and scope of interaction which occurs now in a variety of forms. 

In comparison with telephone conversation, computer-mediated human-human interaction is the 

most high-profile phenomenon of the late 20th and early 21st century. It can occur in a context of 

oral, visual and written forms or a combination of the three, between the learner and instructor, 

among the learners and/or even between native speakers in the target language speaking countries 
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and learners in their own countries. For example, recent research has focused on interactive writing 

through the use of Web technologies (e.g. Barnes, 2000; Lamy & Goodfellow, 1999; Negretti, 1999; 

Pennington, 1999; Appel & Gilabert, 2002; Kötter, 2003; Lee, 2004). It can be asynchronous 

interaction through e-mails or synchronous interaction through computer conferencing such as 

Internet Relay Chat (IRC). Oral and visual interaction generated by Internet-based audio and 

videoconferencing tools has also begun to attract research interest (e.g. (Hauck & Haezewindt, 1999; 

Shield et al., 2001; Hewer et al., 1999; Kötter, 2001; Hampel & Baber, 2003; Hampel & Hauck, 

2004; Wong & Fauverge, 1999; Zähner et al., 2000; Levy & Kennedy, 2004; Wang, 2004a; Wang, 

2004b, 2006, 2007). Such interaction offers interactivity similar to that of face-to-face interaction 

but with, at least, one added value – the interaction between the learner and native speaker when 

they are miles apart. (for detailed discussion on CMC-based interaction, see Section 2.3) 

Interaction as an individual activity 

The word “interaction” seems to be in opposition to the word “reflection”. In some definitions, 

interaction is only recognized to occur between two or more people, whereas reflection is an 

activity of an individual. However, in this book, following Bates, I will talk about ‘individual 

interaction’ also. Bates (1997, p. 100) stresses that in individual interaction, the learner interacts 

with the learning materials, and such learning materials can be computer, text and television. In 

other words, the other party or parties in the individual interaction is not a human being. Similar to 

social interaction, individual interaction can also be categorized as face-to-face or technology-

mediated. 

The “face-to-face” interaction between the learner and text is not a new concept. Such texts 

usually refer to traditional texts (that is, textbook texts or any paper-based reading materials). In fact, 

the notion of interaction between the learner and the texts has been developed and promoted by a 

multitude of research studies on reading comprehension skills (e.g. Goodman, 1976; Smith, 1982; 

Carrell, 1983; Papalia, 1987; Anderson & Pearson, 1988; Grabe, 1988, 1991; Devitt, 1997; 

Ganderton, 1999). Central to this type of interaction is the view that reading is a form of dialogue 

between the reader and the text. 

The technology-mediated interaction of an individual nature mainly refers to the interaction 

between the learner and computer-supported learning materials. This type of interaction appealed 

particularly to language professionals in CALL in the 1990s. Phrases such as “interactive Web-

based reading” and “interactive multimedia” frequently appear in the literature (see Godwin-Jones, 

1998; Devitt, 1997; Barty, 1998). When discussing in L2 Web-based reading, Ganderton (1999, p. 

50) argues that such reading “can be interactive in the fuller sense of the word, when considered as 
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interaction not just between the learner and the computer, but also between the learner and the text, 

and indeed among the various mental processes occurring within the learner themselves”. 

Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) is a recent addition to the repertoire of individual interaction 

and was especially popular in the 1990s. Unlike computer-mediated human-human interaction, HCI 

is still in the realm of individual activity, and the computer is seen as a tutor as opposed to the 

computer as a tool. Interaction between the learner and the computer emerged with the development 

of computer technology. It is employed when discussing the user friendliness of multimedia 

packages, which often offer texts, links, audio and/or video capacities. HCI emphasizes 

“understanding users, their needs and the nature of the tasks they have to complete with the 

computer”. (Levy, 1997, p. 70) 

2.2.2 Towards a synthesis of interaction 

On the basis of the definitions discussed above, and in view of the capabilities of the present day 

educational technologies, interaction entails at least the following characteristics: 

1. It involves at least two or more parties (e.g. sender-receiver [Wells, 1981]; learner-

instructor, learner-learner, learner-computer [Moore, 1989] and learner-native speaker, 

etc.) 

2. It is a reciprocal action – acting upon each other. (Oxford, 1997) 

3. It is a collaborative activity. (Wells, 1981) 

4. It is a process of conveying and negotiating meanings. (Rivers, 1987) 

5. It can involve both social and individual communication. (Bates, 1997) 

6. It can be synchronous or asynchronous. 

7. It can involve written, oral or visual discourse or a combination of these three. 

8. It can be either face-to-face or technology mediated. 

Research in computer-mediated human-to-human interaction has begun to gain importance 

recently, especially in terms of synchronous oral and visual interaction. Such research often 

investigates the role of the computer as a tool rather than a tutor. This research investigates the role 

of computer technology as a tool in human-to-human interaction. 

2.2.3 Spoken interaction 

The concepts and theories discussed above define interaction in a general sense. These definitions 

provide the necessary background to the investigation into the central issue concerning the current 

research: facilitating spoken interaction in distance language learning. Thus, interaction is defined 

for this research as a social activity referring to the type of human-to-human communication that 



 17

occurs in second language learning. The facilitating effect of interaction to L2 acquisition has long 

been established and will be further discussed in Section 2.2.4. 

As this research focuses on videoconferencing-enabled interaction, the interaction under 

investigation here is of a spoken nature. Then, what is spoken interaction and what are the 

characteristics of spoken interaction? According to Stenström (1994, p. xi), spoken interaction 

“belongs to the area of discourse, which can be defined as ‘any unit of language beyond the 

sentence’, such as a dialogue in speech and a paragraph in writing”. She further defines spoken 

interaction as “a joint, here-and-now social activity which is governed by two main principles” – 

speakers take turns and speakers cooperate (Stenström, 1994, p. 1). With this understanding, spoken 

interaction can be further analyzed in terms of five hierarchical levels. (see Table 2.1) 

Table 2.1 The discourse hierarchy of spoken interaction 
The TRANSACTION consists of one or more exchanges dealing with one single topic: one or 

more transactions make up a conversation 

The EXCHANGE is the smallest interactive unit consisting, minimally, of two turns 
produced by two different speakers 

The TURN is everything the current speaker says before the next speaker takes 
over; it consists of one or more moves 

The MOVE is what the speaker does in a turn in order to start, carry on and finish an 
exchange, i.e., the way s/he interacts; it consists of one or more acts 

The ACT signals what the speaker intends, what s/he wants to communicate; it is 
the smallest interactive unit 

Source: Adapted from Stenström (1994, p. 30) 

It can be seen from the above table that each level consists of one or more units from the level 

below it, with the TRANSACTION being the largest interactive unit and the ACT the smallest. The 

analysis of spoken interaction is generally approached from a discourse perspective. The TURN and 

the MOVE in the above table are often the focus of analysis when discussing acquisition in second 

language learning, especially, in negotiation of meaning. Turn taking and move types such as 

repairs and responses are operationalized in the discussion of interactional modification, which is 

generally deemed beneficial to L2 acquisition (see Varonis & Gass, 1985: Pellettieri, 2000; 

Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002; discussions in Section 2.2.8 and 3.3.9). In the current 

research, spoken interaction that occurred in the evaluation of the videoconferencing-supported 

learning environment is a focal point of analysis (see Section 5.2.2). The importance and 

complexity of spoken interaction are revisited in Section 2.3 in the context of CMC-based 

interaction. The theories and model for analysing spoken interaction are contained in Section 3.3.9. 
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2.2.4 The importance of interaction in L2 language learning 

The above discussion on interaction points to the importance of interaction in generating “deep-

level learning” and “critical thinking” (see Bullen, 1998; Duffy et al., 1998). Other benefits include 

increased motivation and interest in learning (see Wells, 1981; Rivers, 1987; Moore, 1989; Mason, 

1994 and Burke et al., 1997). If interaction adds value to learning in a general sense, it is 

indispensable to language learning for the simple reason that language itself is a means of 

communication and interaction. In the area of second language (L2) learning, it is an understanding 

among L2 professionals that interaction is an integral part of a communicative language learning 

process (Vygotsky, 1978; Hall, 1995; Lantolf, 1994; Ohta, 1995; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Long, 

1996; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Kitade, 2000; Gass, 2003; Hampel, 2003). This section specifically 

identifies the role of interaction in L2 acquisition. 

To further understand the importance of interaction to language learning, it is necessary to probe 

the nature of language and language learning. Recent research seems to have reached a consensus 

about the basic constituents of language: forms and meaning. Forms refer to the structural 

properties of the language, more tangible than meaning. They cover a familiar field: pronunciation, 

grammar, vocabulary, kinesics, prosodics. Meaning is the way in which words and types of sentence 

construction or rules of grammar are used in a social context (Robins, 1972, p. 18). The definition 

contained in Longman Dictionary of Applied Linguistics by Richards et al. (1985, p. 48) conveys 

this sense of language: “the system of human communication by means of a structured arrangement 

of sounds (or their written representation) to form larger units, e.g. morphemes, words, sentences”. 

It would be clearer and more precise to replace “by means of” with “consisting of”, hence changing 

the above definition into: language is the system of human communication consisting of a 

structured arrangement of sounds (or their written representation) to form larger units, e.g. 

morphemes, words, sentences. Such understanding of the nature of language provides a basis for the 

communicative language learning approach with an emphasis on the importance of communication 

and interaction in L2 learning, a theoretical framework adopted in this research. 

2.2.5 Communicative language learning 

The communicative language learning approach was born when grammar-translation and 

audiolingual approaches failed to produce learners who could communicate using the target 

language. Language professionals (e.g. Littlewood, 1981; Wilkinson, 1982; Krashen, 1988) began 

to direct their attention to those aspects of language learning beyond linguistic properties. Central to 

the communicative approach is the notion that language is a tool for social communication and 

interaction. It emphasizes teaching “the language needed to express and understand different kinds 
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of functions, such as requesting, describing, expressing likes and dislikes” and so on. In particular, 

it “emphasizes the processes of communication, such as using language appropriately in different 

types of situations; using language to perform different kinds of tasks, e.g. to solve puzzles, to get 

information”. In other words, “using language for social interaction with other people”. (Richards et 

al., 1985, p. 48) 

Thus, teaching and learning how to use the target language for social communication is central to 

the communicative approach. There are two most important features of this approach: the stress on 

the communicative context where realistic and authentic language use occurs and on language 

learning as a communicative process. Extended from these two features, some of the characteristics 

of this approach can be summarized as follows: 

1. an emphasis on organizing language learning around its functions such as using language 

appropriately in different situations, using language to perform different kinds of tasks, 

e.g. to solve puzzles, to get practical information, and using language for social 

interaction with other people (Richards et al., 1985, p. 48; McMeniman, 1992, p. 5); 

2. an emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the target language 

(Nunan, 1991, p. 279); 

3. the introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation (Nunan, 1991, p. 279; Balet, 

1985, p. 178-179); 

4. a focus, not only on language, but also on the language learning process itself (Nunan, 

1991, p. 279); 

5. an emphasis on learning a second language as the mother tongue has been learnt, that is, 

by using it in ‘real-life’ situations. (Balet, 1985, p. 178-179) 

However, ever since the day that the communicative approach appeared, misconceptions about it 

have thrived, due to “an absence of a well-defined theoretical framework” (McKay, 1994, p. 15). 

When translated into practice, this approach went to extremes during its early phase. (Thompson, 

1996) 

Thompson (1996) summarizes four main misconceptions about this approach: Communicative 

Language Teaching (CLT) means not teaching grammar; CLT means teaching only speaking; CLT 

means role-play; and CLT means expecting too much from the teacher. Teaching grammar was 

regarded as old fashioned and thus discarded; language laboratories were rejected because they 

hindered the communication among learners and between the learner and the teacher. There are in 

reality various interpretations of this approach. While it enjoys a wide recognition in the field of L2 
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acquisition, this approach has also been criticized. One of the fiercest criticisms comes from Swan 

(1985a & 1985b). According to Swan (1985a), despite its many virtues, 

the Communicative Approach unfortunately has most of the typical vices of an intellectual 

revolution: it over-generalizes valid but limited insights until they become virtually meaningless; 

it makes exaggerated claims for the power and novelty of its doctrines; it misrepresents the 

currents of thought it has replaced; it is often characterized by serious intellectual confusion; it 

is choked with jargon. (p. 2) 

However, after his attack on some deficiencies of this approach, Swan (1985b) does admit that 

this approach can take credit for some achievements in the field of L2 acquisition: 

[t]he Communicative Approach has directed our attention to the importance of other aspects of 

language besides prepositional meaning, and helped us to analyze and teach the language of 

interaction. At the same time, it has encouraged a methodology which relies less on mechanical 

teacher-centered practice and more on the simulation of real-life exchanges. All this is very 

valuable, and even if (as with religions) there is a good deal of confusion on the theoretical side, 

it is difficult not to feel that we are teaching better than we used to. By and large, we have 

probably gained more than we have lost from the Communicative Approach. (p. 87) 

To McMeniman (1992, p. 4), the communicative approach has generated a “qualitative 

difference in the competencies of L2 learners”. 

Contrary to Swan (1985b, p. 87), I argue that, whatever its vices, the communicative approach is 

much more than “an interesting ripple on the surface of 20th-century language teaching”. It has 

enriched language learning in terms of both theory and practice. The emergence of the 

communicative language learning approach should be regarded as part of the ongoing effort by L2 

professionals to improve their teaching. Furthermore, this approach has given rise to many 

theoretical and practical methodologies in L2 acquisition. 

2.2.6 Recent developments in the communicative approach and focus on form 

Recent development of the communicative approach sees constant debates on whether, how and 

when to teach grammar in L2 acquisition (e.g. Long, 1991, Long & Crookes, 1992, 1993; Doughty 

& Williams, 1998; Long & Robinson, 1998, Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993). Terms such as focus 

on form, focus on formS and focus on meaning have become the catch phrases in such debates. 

Confusions over these terms occur, especially concerned with focus on form. These confusions can 

be “traced to imprecise use of terminology” (Doughty & Williams, 1998, p.3). As focus on form 
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will be one of the important theoretical bases for task design and evaluation in this research, it is 

necessary to clarify its meaning and boundary at the outset. 

The clearest distinction of the three terms – focus on formS, focus on meaning and focus on form 

is discussed by Long and Robinson (1998). Table 2.2 reproduces Long and Robinson’s (1998, p. 16) 

table, which summarizes three options in language teaching. 

Table 2.2 Options in language teaching 
Option 2 Option 3 Option 1 

analytic  analytic synthetic 

Focus on meaning focus on form focus on formS 

Natural Approach TBLT GT, ALM, Silent Way, TPR 

Immersion Content-Based LT (?)  

Procedural Syllabus Process Syllabus (?). Structural/N-F Syllabuses 

etc. etc. etc. 

Note: the order of the options in Table 2.2 follows the same order in the Long & Robinson’s (1998, p. 16) 
table. 
Source: Long & Robinson 1998, p. 16 

Among the three options, focus on meaning stands out from the other two options and is seldom 

confused with the other two. It is the distinction between focus on form and focus on formS that 

often causes misunderstanding. The following discussion concentrates on this distinction. 

As shown in Table 2.2, Option 1 – focus on formS, with a capital S, emphasizes its difference 

from focus on form, Option 3. The major difference between these two options lies in the way each 

treats the teaching of grammatical forms. Focus on formS breaks the language into various parts in 

teaching and synthesizes these parts in a linear and additive fashion. In Wilkins’s (1976) words, 

Parts of the language are taught separately and step by step so that acquisition is a process of 

gradual accumulation of parts until the whole structure of language has been built up…. At any 

one time the learner is being exposed to a deliberately limited sample of language. (p. 2) 

In other words, Focus on FormS breaks L2 down into “words and collocations, grammar rules, 

phonemes, intonation and stress patterns, structures, notions, or functions” (Long & Robinson, 1998, 

p. 15). These synthetic syllabi are often realized through a range of classroom practice such as 

repetition of models and error correction. Doughty and Williams (1998, p. 3) also point out that 

Focus on FormS “characterizes earlier, synthetic approaches to language teaching that have as their 

primary organizing principle for course design the accumulation of individual language elements”. 



 22

(e.g. forms such as verb endings, or agreement features, or even functions such as greetings or 

apologies.) 

In contrast, focus on form places the learning and teaching of grammatical elements in the 

context of negotiation of meaning. Long has defined and clarified focus on form on several 

occasions (e.g. Long, 1988a, 1991; Long & Crookes, 1992; Long & Robinson, 1998). For example, 

Long (1991, p. 45-46) defines focus on form as an occasion that “overtly draws students’ attention 

to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or 

communication”. The 1998 definition by Long & Robinson is more operational, offering 

“researchers and practitioners greater direction for practical implementation” (Doughty & Williams, 

1998b, p. 3): 

Focus on form refers to how focal attentional resources are allocated. Although there are 

degrees of attention, and although attention to forms and attention to meaning are not always 

mutually exclusive, during an otherwise meaning-focused classroom lesson, focus on form often 

consists of an occasional shift of attention to linguistic code features – by the teacher and or one 

or more students – triggered by perceived problems with comprehension or production. (p. 23; 

emphasis in original) 

This “occasional” shift of attention to the linguistic code within a meaning-focused activity or 

interaction is what marks focus on form, and differentiates it from focus on formS. Long and 

Robinson (1998, p. 40) further maintain that “in an important sense, focus on form is learner-

initiated, and it results in noticing”. 

Three important points arise from the above definitions. First and foremost, focus on form 

happens in a meaning-focused lesson, entailing “a prerequisite engagement in meaning before 

attention to linguistic features can be expected to be effective” (Doughty & Williams, 1998b, p. 3). 

In other words, focus on form happens in the process of negotiation of meaning, and is an integral 

part of negotiation of meaning. Indeed, Long and Robinson (1998, p. 22) point out that focus on 

form is “motivated (although by no means exclusively so) by the so-called Interaction Hypothesis 

(Long, 1981, 1983b, 1996), which holds that “SLA is a process explicable by neither a purely 

linguistic nativist nor a purely environmentalist theory”. Long and Robinson (1998, p. 22) further 

discuss focus on form in the context of Interaction Hypothesis and emphasize that “[p]articularly 

important is the negotiation for meaning that occurs more or less predictably in certain 

interactions…”. They continue that negotiation for meaning elicits interactional modifications, 

negative feedback, including recasts and noticing that “increase input comprehensibility without 
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denying learners access to unknown L2 vocabulary and grammatical forms”. Chapelle (2001, p. 48) 

further elaborates this understanding of focus on form by stating: 

The examples that best fit Long and Robinson’s definition occur in communication tasks (Pica, 

Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993) in which learners’ attention is on the meaning of the language, 

except for instances in which communication breakdowns occur. Communications breakdowns 

shift attention to the language until the breakdown is sufficiently resolved in a process referred 

to as negotiation of meaning. (Long, 1985) 

The second important point arising from Long’s definitions of focus on form is that the attention 

to linguistic code is not prescribed but triggered by the occasional appearance of problems in the 

process of negotiation for meaning. As a result, linguistic code features can be learned in a 

meaningful context, rather than in isolation. 

Third, the purpose of learner’s occasional shift of attention to linguistic forms is to aid 

comprehension or negotiation of meaning. In other words, the purpose of linguistic explanation is to 

help the flow of the interaction in the target language, not for the learning of linguistic forms per se. 

In Doughty and Williams (1998b, p. 4) words, the most important thing that we should keep in 

mind is that “the fundamental assumption of focus-on-form instruction is that meaning and use 

must already be evident to the learner at the time that attention is drawn to the linguistic apparatus 

needed to get the meaning across”. 

Doughty & Williams (1998b, p. 4) best summarize the three options by saying that “focus on 

form entails a focus on formal elements of language, whereas focus on formS is limited to such a 

focus, and focus on meaning excludes it” (Italics in original). In other words, focus on form happens 

in a meaning-focused interaction while focus on formS happened in a form-focused interaction. 

Thus the definition of focus on form adopted in this research can be summarized as an occasional 

shift of attention to linguistic forms while the learner’s primary attention is directed to the meaning 

of the language during the completion of a meaning-focused task. This definition places focus on 

form in the process of negotiation of meaning and reflects the current understanding of focus on 

form in the literature. 

Through this process of clarification and redefinition of the term focus on form, in a sense, the 

misconception of Communicative Language Teaching discussed by Thompson (1996) – that CLT 

means not teaching grammar – has been readdressed. Focus on form has been operationalized in 

language learning, especially in task-based learning and has become a guideline for implementing 

effective task-based instruction suggested by Skehan (1998), as discussed in section 2.2.8. In fact, 

in the recent L2 literature, the trend is leaning heavily towards focus on form. A very good example 
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in CALL is Chapelle (2001, p. 47), who claims that “conditions directing learners’ attention to 

linguistic form during tasks requiring meaningful language use are believed to be among the most 

important for learners’ acquisition of target language structures”. How to manage focus on form in 

task-based learning has remained a topic of research, and will be one of the issues to be examined in 

this research. Long (1996, p. 454) contends that “tasks that stimulate negotiation of meaning may 

turn out to be one among several useful language-learning activities in or out of classrooms, for 

they may be one of the easiest ways to facilitate a learner’s focus on form without losing sight of a 

lesson’s (or conversation’s) predominant focus on meaning”. 

2.2.7 Task-based approaches in communicative L2 learning 

The task-based approach is another influential L2 methodology stemming from communicative 

language learning theory and practice. It is generally maintained in the literature that a specially 

designed task can generate more opportunity for negotiation of meaning than spontaneous 

conversation alone because it encourages the learner to deal with difficulties in comprehension and 

language production (Long, 1996). This is also why this research adopts a task-based approach to 

the examination of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing. Bygate et al. (1998, p. 1) point out 

that “research into pedagogic tasks is one of a growing number of areas of empirical research which 

have emerged since the early 1980s”. 

The popular position has long been that the impetus for task-based learning originated from the 

Bangalore Project (Prabhu, 1987), “which reacted both against the traditional form of EFL [English 

as a Foreign Language] used in India and against the type of communicative teaching then 

practised” (Cook, 2001, p. 221). Cook (2001, p. 221) further elaborates the background against 

which the task-based learning approach was born: “communicative language teaching started to 

recognize the importance of the classroom itself as a communicative educational setting in its own 

right and to organize the activities that occurred there in terms of educational tasks rather than tasks 

that necessarily relate to the world outside the classroom”. 

One of the earlier definitions of the task-based approach came from Richards et al. (1985), which 

emphasizes the successful completion of the task rather than the production of the target language. 

[a task is] an activity or action which is carried out as the result of processing or understanding 

language (i.e., as a response). For example, drawing a map while listening to a tape, listening to 

an instruction and performing a command, may be referred to as tasks. Tasks may or may not 

involve the production of language. A task usually requires the teacher to specify what will be 

regarded as successful completion of the task. The use of a variety of different kinds of tasks in 

language teaching is said to make language teaching more communicative…since it provides a 
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purpose for a classroom activity which goes beyond the practice of language for its own sake. 

(p. 289) 

This definition places task completion as the objective of learning, not language practice and 

production. 

Breen (1987, p. 23) places more weight on the language itself in a task-oriented activity by 

defining task as “a range of work plans which have the overall purpose of facilitating language 

learning – from the simple and brief exercise type, to more complex and lengthy activities such as 

group problem-solving or simulations and decision making”. Breen therefore treats the facilitation 

of language learning as the primary objective of a task. 

A more comprehensive and thought provoking definition of task is proposed by Nunan (1989, p. 

10), who defines task as “a piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, 

manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is principally 

focused on meaning rather than form”. To Nunan, communicative language use in a classroom 

activity means that the language learner’s attention should be guided more toward meaning than 

linguistic structures so that interaction will not be interrupted. At the same time, Nunan (1989, p. 10) 

also articulates that meaning and form are “closely interrelated”, and that we “use different 

grammatical forms to signal differences in meaning”. He also maintains that even the so-called 

“non-communicative” aspects of the tasks such as grammar exercises should be approached in both 

a meaningful and communicative manner. 

Following Candlin (1987), Nunan (1989). Long (1988), and others, Skehan (1998) proposed the 

following definition of task within the task-based approach: 

♦ meaning is primary; 

♦ there is some communication problem to solve; 

♦ there is some sort of relationship to comparable real-world activities; 

♦ task completion has some priority; 

♦ the assessment of the task is in terms of outcome. 

This definition summarizes the current work on and understanding of the task-based approach to 

L2 learning. For a comprehensive review of the task based approach, also see Bygate et al. (1998). 

The most important characteristic of this approach is its emphasis on directing learners’ attention 

more to meaning than to linguistic forms during task completion. This understanding of task-based 

approach will provide a theoretical basis for the task design, performance and evaluation conducted 
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in this research. In other words, this research will depart and build on this definition of the task-

based approach. 

2.2.8 Task design principles 

The issue of task design that maximizes conditions for L2 acquisition has been extensively 

addressed in literature (e.g. Long, 1996; Skehan, 1998; Chapelle, 2001). This section will first 

examine Nunan’s (1989) framework for communicative tasks in order to understand each 

component of a task. This examination will then lead to a discussion of Skehan’s (1998) task design 

principles so that a theoretical foundation can be laid for the task design in this research. 

Nunan’s framework for analyzing communicative tasks 

In Nunan’s framework, tasks are composed of goals, input, activities, setting and roles. (see 

Figure 2.1) 

Figure 2.1 A framework for analyzing communicative tasks 
 

Goals 

Input 

Activities 

Teacher role 

Learner role 

Settings 

Tasks 

 

Source: Nunan, 1989, p. 11 

Goals: “Goals are the vague general intentions behind any given learning task” (1989, p. 48). A task 

can involve a range of goals, which are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Goals can be 

categorized as different types, e.g. communicative, socio-cultural, learning-how-to-learn, and 

language and cultural awareness. 

Input: “Input refers to the data that form the point of departure for the task” (1989, p. 53). Such 

data can be obtained from a great variety of sources ranging from authentic materials such as 

postcards or recipes, to materials written specifically for language learning, e.g. textbooks. 

Activities: Activities are instructions specifying what the learner should do with the input data 

(1989, p. 59). Nunan proposed three general ways of characterizing activities: rehearsal for the real 

world, skills use, and fluency/accuracy. 

Roles: Role here refers to “the part that learners and teachers are expected to play in carrying out 

learning tasks as well as the social and interpersonal relationships between the participants” (1989, 
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p. 79). The roles of the teachers and learners are closely related, and in many ways complement 

each other because asking the learners to play a different role “requires the teacher to adopt a 

different role”. (1989, p. 87) 

Settings: Settings here refer to “the classroom arrangements specified or implied in the task” (1989, 

p. 91). When deciding on settings, consideration should also be given to whether the task is to be 

carried out wholly or partly outside the classroom, such as in a community, or in an industrial or 

occupational setting. 

As demonstrated in the above definitions of the different components of a task, Nunan’s 

framework mainly concerns traditional classroom tasks and so does not deal with the problem of 

technology-mediated interaction in DLE. Consequently, in guiding the task design of this research, 

this framework is adopted with a certain degree of modification in order to take into account the 

technology involved, namely, that of videoconferencing (see Section 3.3.6). 

Optimal conditions for task design for Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

How to create conditions that maximize the potential of each component of a task is an important 

issue to pursue when the components of tasks are determined. This has been a central issue in SLA 

research. The most influential work can be found in Spolsky (1989), Larsen-Freeman & Long 

(1991), Pica (1994), Long (1996) and Egbert, Chao & Hanson-Smith (1999). Skehan (1998, p. 132) 

summarizes current research findings in the task-based approach and proposes the following five 

guidelines for creating optimal conditions for SLA: 

1. choose a range of target structures; 

2. choose tasks which meet the utility criterion; 

3. select and sequence tasks to achieve balanced goal development; 

4. maximize the chances of focus on form through attentional manipulation; 

5. use cycles of accountability. 

Chapelle (2001, p. 46)) discusses these five guidelines in great detail and points out that “these 

suggestions summarize what can be gleaned from the current research based on instructional tasks 

and are therefore worth considering in an evaluation of CALL”. The following discussion on the 

five guidelines provides a theoretical foundation for the videoconference-based task design that 

optimizes oral and visual interaction in this research. 

(1) Choose a range of target structures 

Central to this guideline is the belief that acquisition occurs only when the learner is instructed to 

follow the sequence of development for target structures. “The research on sequences of 
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development implies that language far beyond or beneath learner’s abilities or needs is not useful 

for acquisition” (Chapelle, 2001, p. 46). Skehan (1998, p. 133) stresses the need for “systematicity” 

in language learning and “keeping track of interlanguage development, but not in narrow specific 

terms”. In other words, the choice of a wide range of target structures should be a systematic 

endeavour to ensure active interaction and language acquisition. 

(2) Choose tasks which meet the utility criterion 

Linking with principle (1), which concentrates on the target structures, this principle specifies the 

conditions for appropriate tasks that offer a favourable environment for the use of systematically 

chosen target structures, “without their being compulsory” (Skehan, 1998, p. 133). 

(3) Select and sequence tasks to achieve balanced goal development 

Skehan (1998) sees the goal development of L2 acquisition as a three-dimensional one: fluency, 

accuracy and complexity. Others (e.g. Cook, 2001) disagree, and perceive more L2 goals than 

Skehan’s three dimensions. This research will limit its concern to the three goals only because of 

the spoken modality of its tasks. Skehan (1998, p. 5) further defines the three dimensions as follows: 

fluency (often achieved through memorized and integrated language elements); accuracy (when 

learners try to use an interlanguage system of a particular level to produce correct, but possibly 

limited, language); and complexity (a willingness to take risks, to try out new forms even though 

they may not be completely correct). To Skehan (1998), only a balanced development between 

these goals can ensure continuing interlanguage growth. 

(4) Maximize the chances of focus on form through attentional manipulation 

Whether and how to flag the learner’s attention to forms during a meaning focused task has been a 

central concern in L2 acquisition (see Doughty & Williams, 1998; Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993; 

Long & Robinson, 1998; Long, 1988b; Chapelle, 2001). As shown in the discussion contained in 

Section 2.2.6, the general consensus is that, for L2 acquisition to occur, learners’ attention should be 

directed to linguistic forms occasionally in the process of negotiation for meaning when there is a 

communication breakdown. Learner’s attention should then be brought back to meaning when the 

communication breakdown is repaired. These breakdowns can be triggered by unknown linguistic 

forms or functions, or even problems in listening comprehension, and can be repaired through 

modified interaction and/or modified output. In Table 2.3, Chapelle (2001, p. 49) charts the 

following potential contributors to the manipulation of learner’s attention in task completion. 
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Table 2.3 Conditions that may influence allocation of attention during L2 tasks 
Attention 
affected by… 

Definition Reason 

Modified 
Interaction 

Interruption of a communication 
exchange due to a breakdown in 
comprehension and subsequent 
attempt to recover from breakdown. 

Breakdown draws attention to unknown 
linguistic forms and recovery helps make 
unrecognized input comprehensible, and 
therefore makes it potential material for 
acquisition. 

Modified output Learners’ correction of their own 
errors – either self-correction or 
correction prompted by something 
else. 

Identification and correction of errors draws 
attention to linguistic form and accuracy. 

Time Pressure  An urgency in achieving 
communication caused by one’s 
own anxiousness or external 
factors. 

When no time pressure exists, attention to 
form is more likely. 

Modality Whether the language is spoken or 
written. 

Written communication typically affords 
more opportunity for attention to form, 
whereas spoken language often occurs under 
time pressure to achieve fluency. 

Support Cues or information available to the 
learner to help in constructing 
meaning during task completion. 

When learners have help with some aspects 
of the language, their attentional resources 
are more free to be devoted to form. 

Surprise  Introduction of an unexpected 
element during task completion. 

The surprise element might be expected to 
decrease attention to form because of the 
interruption of plans and need to focus on the 
surprise, but these hypotheses would depend 
on the nature of the surprise.  

Control Who makes decisions about the 
directions that the task is to take. 

Control of various aspects of the task by the 
teacher or the learner may help to prompt 
focus on form, but research is need to 
investigate questions about control. 

Stakes Learners’ perception of the 
importance of accurate 
performance. 

Tasks perceived as high stakes are likely to 
prompt more attention to form.  

 

As shown in Table 2.3, modified interaction or interactional modification has been recognized as 

a potential contributor to L2 acquisition. Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991, p. 144) regard it as “a 

candidate for a necessary (not sufficient) condition for acquisition”, and further contend that “[t]he 

role it plays in negotiation for meaning helps to make input comprehensible while still containing 

unknown linguistic elements, and hence, potential intake for acquisition”. While recognizing the 

importance of interactional modification, this study modified the definition of interactional 

modification contained in Table 2.3, and expanded its scope. In Table 2.3, breakdowns are attributed 

only to incomprehension, whereas when defining occasions of interactional modification, this 

research encompasses another kind of breakdown, those caused by lack of vocabulary to maintain 
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the horizontal movement of the interaction (Wang, 2006; for further discussion, see Section 3.3.9). 

This inclusion was motivated by data analysis in Chapter 5, when instances of interactional 

modification were identified and analyzed. 

Modified output constitutes another indicator of L2 acquisition, and it is therefore another 

important point of analysis when discussing the language learning potential of the 

videoconferencing tasks designed for this research. 

Support is defined in Table 2.3 as cues or information available to the learner to help in 

constructing meaning during task completion. In a videoconferencing-supported learning 

environment, such cues or information have their own distinct features, such as the use of the 

Whiteboard and the function of video for negotiation of meaning (Wang, 2006). Instances of 

employing such cues or information were also discussed when evaluating the language learning 

potential of the tasks in Chapter 5. 

(5) Use cycles of accountability 

Cycles of accountability are a stock-taking measure, in which learners should be asked to examine 

regularly what they have learned and what remains to be learned. Skehan’s (1998, p. 132) position 

is that such cycles enable “a balance to be struck between the inevitable freedom that is necessary 

for acquisition arising out of communication, and the need to be able to track progress and develop 

plans for the future which are more precise than believing that any structure may emerge simply 

through interaction”. 

The above-discussed five principles of task-based language learning all relate to the optimal 

conditions for interactive language learning and thus form a basis for the task design for this 

research. 

2.2.9 Task evaluation – Chapelle’s criteria for evaluating CALL tasks 

Linking with optimal conditions for interactive language learning and task design is the issue of 

how to evaluate the success of interactive language learning and the appropriateness of the task. The 

CALL literature has never lacked in proposals for criteria for evaluating CALL tasks. However, 

only Chapelle’s criteria will be discussed here because these criteria are largely drawn from the 

above-discussed five principles of task design proposed by Skehan (1998), and therefore fit (with 

modification) the design approach adopted for the empirical aspects of this study. Table 2.4 charts 

Chapelle’s six criteria: 
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Table 2.4 Criteria for CALL task appropriateness 
Language learning potential The degree of opportunity present for beneficial focus on form. 
Learner fit The amount of opportunity for engagement with language under 

appropriate conditions given learner characteristics. 
Meaning focus The extent to which learners’ attention is directed toward the meaning 

of the language. 
Authenticity The degree of correspondence between the CALL activity and target 

language activities of interest to learner out of the classroom. 
Positive impact The positive effects of the CALL activity on those who participate in it. 
Practicality The adequacy of resources to support the use of the CALL activity. 

Source: Chapelle, 2001, p. 55 

Language learning potential 

As Table 2.4 demonstrates, language learning potential of a task can be determined by the extent to 

which the task promotes focus on form. Chapelle (2001, p. 55) further points out that 

“characteristics among those Skehan identified as relevant for promoting focus on form – 

interactional modification, modification of output, time pressure, modality, support, surprise, 

control, and stakes – need to be considered in an argument for language learning potential”. 

Chapelle (2001) regards this criterion the most important among the six criteria. 

Learner fit 

Learner fit requires the linguistic level of task difficulty meet the learner’s linguistic ability and 

non-linguistic characteristics. To be more specific, a beneficial balance should be maintained 

between the task level of difficulty and the learner’s L2 competence so that the learner can benefit 

linguistically from performing the task. At the same time, task design should take into consideration 

other characteristics of the learner, such as age and learning style. 

Meaning focus 

According to Chapelle (2001, p. 56), meaning focus “denotes that the learner’s primary attention is 

directed toward the meaning of the language that is required to accomplish the task”, not to the 

linguistic forms. A meaning-focused task requires the learner to interact with each other in the target 

language in order to achieve the goal (s) of the task, goals such as making a decision or solving a 

practical problem. 

Authenticity 

The criterion of authenticity is largely derived from the communicative approach to L2 learning. 

This criterion stresses the importance of choosing tasks that the learner can associate with in real 

life so that the learner can use the language in a real world situation. 
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Positive impact 

Positive impact refers to a range of effects a CALL task can produce on learners, aside from its 

language learning potential. These impacts can include the development of learner’s metacognitive 

strategies, pragmatic abilities, interest in learning the target culture, and/or willingness to 

communicate in the target language. 

The criteria discussed above will form a basis for the proposal of criteria for evaluating the 

videoconferencing tasks designed in this research. A more detailed discussion of these criteria is 

contained in Section 3.4.2. 

2.3 Part Two – CMC: The provision of interaction in the 21st century 

As the research question of this study aims to investigate the CMC-based, or more precisely, 

videoconferencing-based, oral and visual interaction, it is essential that we have a good 

understanding of what CMC entails and the kinds of interaction supported by CMC for L2 

acquisition at a distance. The importance of CMC in language learning has been increasingly 

recognized. By updating the evolving features of CMC and addressing some confusion over the 

definition of CMC, this section will propose a new taxonomy of CMC-based interaction, as a 

contribution of this study to CMC research. This proposal is followed by a review of what has been 

achieved in CMC-based interaction in the area of DLE, and the importance of oral-visual 

interaction via videoconferencing in distance language learning. (see Wang, 2004a) 

2.3.1 CMC – towards a definitional framework 

As CMC is a key issue of this study, it is helpful to clarify its meaning at the outset so that a 

foundation can be laid for later discussion. It is also necessary to address some confusion over the 

extensive scholarly use of this term as its content and scope have evolved over time along with the 

development in computer and Internet technology. 

It is commonly believed that the earliest history of CMC research can be traced back to 1978 

when the book The Network Nation by Starr Roxanne Hiltz and Murray Turoff was first published. 

Since then scholarly interest in CMC has grown steadily in many disciplines such as psychology 

and business studies. “Surprisingly, although text-based CMC is constructed almost exclusively 

from linguistic signs, linguists have been slow to consider computer-mediated language a legitimate 

object of inquiry” (Herring, 1996, p. 2). However, in the late 1980s, linguists and L2 professionals 

began to research CMC and the interest has been mounting. CMC has been approached and 

evaluated from social, linguistic and cultural perspectives. (see Herring, 1996) 
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Of the various 1990s definitions, Santoro (1995), for example, defines CMC as the use of 

computer systems and networks for the transfer, storage, and retrieval of information among 

humans. Although the transfer of information is too broad a term to suggest explicitly the inclusion 

of communication and interaction between humans, this definition does indicate that CMC is 

computer network based. However, for Herring (1996, p. 1), CMC is the “communication that takes 

place between human beings via the instrumentality of computers”. In Herring’s definition, the 

word “network” is missing. The definition by Warschauer (1997) is more specific, distinguishing 

five features of CMC: 

1. text-based and computer-mediated interaction, 

2. many-to-many communication, 

3.  time-and place-independence 

4. long distance exchanges, and 

5. hypermedia links. (p. 470) 

However, obvious questions arise such as: Aren’t these just the features of e-mail or IRC 

(Internet Relay Chat)? Is e-mail communication or IRC equal to CMC? Indeed, it seems that in the 

1990s, the perception that CMC is text-based was accepted almost unquestioningly in the field. 

Garrison (1997, p. 3) is another example. He defines CMC as an “asynchronous text-based (written) 

communication in a one-to-one or one-to-many context”. Examples cited are e-mail, electronic 

bulletin boards, news groups, databases, electronic journals and computer conferencing. Although 

Garrison suggests the possibility of synchronous CMC communication, his understanding of 

synchronous conferencing is still that of a text-based and non-oral discourse. 

Nothing in the term CMC suggests that it should be text-based or asynchronous, but in the 1990s, 

CMC was defined in an unnecessarily restrictive way to infer a text-based asynchronous 

communication. Such a perception was no doubt influenced by the technology prevalent at the time, 

which most people thought capable of providing only computer mediated written communication, 

such as e-mail, text chat and Web-based reading activities. 

However, CMC in the 21st century embraces much more content and depth than text-based 

asynchronous interaction alone. In fact, CMC now offers improved scope and quality of interaction. 

To date, although technologies (e.g. Internet-based synchronous audio and videoconferencing) 

providing oral and oral-visual discourses are not sufficiently explored for language learning 

purposes, their existence and potential warrant the inclusion of at least these two discourses in CMC. 

To my knowledge, only Levy (2000) and Harrington & Levy (2001) have included 

videoconferencing in their definition of CMC. 
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On the basis of the above discussion, CMC is inclusively defined in this study as 

“communications between human beings via a computer network” (Wang, 2004, p. 75). It 

encompasses the following characteristics: 

♦ It is computer network-supported. 

♦ It can be text-based, oral and/or visual. 

♦ It can be either synchronous or asynchronous. 

♦ It can be one-to-one, one-to-many or many-to-many. 

♦ It can be learner-to-learner, learner-to-instructor or learner-to-native speaker. 

♦ It can be time and place dependent or independent. 

Clearly, definitions need to reflect developments in a fast-changing field. This is the basis for 

rethinking the taxonomy of interaction in CMC. 

2.3.2 A new taxonomy of interaction in CMC 

In line with this understanding of CMC and interaction, I propose a new taxonomy of interaction in 

the context of CMC in terms of its potential for language learning and different L2 learner goals. 

This new taxonomy is based on the sociocultural perspective which regards language learning as a 

process of social communication and interaction. 

It is proposed here that in a CMC context, interaction can be further categorized into written, oral, 

and oral-visual interaction in view of specific learner goals (see Wang, 2004a; Figure 2.2). These 

three types of interaction are distinct from the traditional non-computer mediated oral, written and 

face-to-face interaction both in terms of their linguistic and interactional functions and features. 

Established theories and empirical studies on the traditional forms of interaction can only shed light 

on CMC-based interaction, but cannot encompass the entirety of this emerging activity. New 

theories and empirical studies are needed in order to understand CMC-based interaction. 

Figure 2.2 Three types of interaction in CMC 
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Written interaction in a CMC context 

In a CMC learning environment, written interaction as a social activity can be both synchronous and 

asynchronous. Written interaction can be one-to-one, one-to-many or many-to-many between 

learners, learners and native speakers and/or learners and instructors. It can be either time and place 

independent or dependent. 

Asynchronous written interaction can be achieved through e-mail and other Internet tools such as 

bulletin boards and listservs (for examples of this category of studies, see Schwienhorst, 1997, 

Warschauer, 1998). Towards the end of the 1990s, the trend was to place and interpret text-based 

communications within an oral discourse. These types of Internet tools are often evaluated against 

their potential in improving the learner’s “conversation-like forms of written language exchange” 

(Lamy & Goodfellow, 1999, p. 43), through communication with native speakers or the instructor. 

Despite the fact that such discourse was still text based, the analysis is often conducted from a 

conversation analysis perspective (e.g. Negretti, 1999, Kitade, 2000), and this kind of written 

interaction is delineated as “reflective conversation” by Lamy & Goodfellow (1999, p. 43). 

Synchronous written interaction is mostly generated by online chats using tools such as IRC 

(Internet Relay Chat) and Moo, MOO, Webchat, MSN etc. In recent years, research has increasingly 

moved towards this direction to investigate the nature of the discourse generated within such 

environments (see Negretti, 1999; Shield et al., 1999; Kitade, 2000). The potential of this type of 

interaction is again often interpreted using theories pertaining to oral discourse such as conversation 

analysis (e.g. Negretti, 1999 and Kitade, 2000) because of the communicative nature of such 

interaction. These kinds of views indicate that technology supporting written interaction is more 

mature than that supporting oral and oral-visual interaction. (For discussions on the use of Internet 

technology to improve text-based interaction, see Appel & Gilabert, 2002; Barnes, 2000; Chun, 

1994; Kötter, 2003; Lee, 2004; Lamy & Goodfellow, 1999; Negretti, 1999; Pennington, 1999.) 

Existing literature on CMC-based interaction mostly concentrates on its written rather than oral 

form. These studies concentrate on the similarities between CMC supported written interactions and 

face-to-face interactions, and regard written interaction such as text chat as a bridge to face-to-face 

interaction, which provides an optimal environment for SLA. (e.g. Chun, 1994; Kern, 1996; 

Pellettieri, 2002; Sotillo, 2000; Smith, 2003; Tudini, 2003) 

Oral interaction in a CMC context 

Oral interaction in a CMC context refers to real-time speaking interaction that can be realized 

through Internet audio conferencing tools, such as I-phone, NetMeeting, HomeMeeting and audio 

chat rooms. Despite the fact that visual input does not exist in such interaction, it is a step closer 
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towards face-to-face interaction, providing the learner with a new venue for the improvement of 

oral communicative competence. At the same time, used effectively, these Internet conferencing 

tools can generate interaction that is richer, in some respects, than face-to-face interaction both in 

terms of its content and scope. For example, through an audio conferencing tool, an authentic 

conversation can be easily achieved between a learner in one country and a native speaker in 

another country where the target language is spoken. 

There are at least two kinds of interaction in this category: time and place independent; and time 

and place dependent. PalTalk is a good example of network based conferencing tools providing 

time and place independent interaction in which students can join a chat group anywhere and 

anytime. They can use the computer’s microphone to talk to native speakers or join a group with the 

same interest. Such an approach provides a good practice venue for students with an intermediate or 

higher level of proficiency in the target language. Skye, I-phone and NetMeeting (MSN) are good 

examples of time and place dependent network-based audio conferencing tools, which need to be 

set up with the party that one wants to talk to. Time and place dependent conferencing tools can be 

effectively used for planned tutorials with the goal of improving learners’ speaking skills. 

Probably because most of the available audio conferencing tools (e.g. Skype and MSN) are not 

specifically designed for language learning purposes, there is little work to date which investigates 

the use of these commercially or freely available audio-conferencing tools in language learning. The 

Open University (OU) develops its own Internet-based audio conferencing tool called Lyceum, the 

use of which has been reported in a series of articles (see Kötter et al., 1999; Hauck & Haezewindt, 

1999; Shield et al., 2001; Hewer et al., 1999; Kötter, 2001; Hampel & Baber, 2003; Hampel & 

Hauck, 2004, Hampel & Stickler, 2005; Rosell-Aguilar, 2005, 2006a, 2006b). The OU project 

trialled audio conferencing software and e-mail to provide real-time tutorials. According to Hampel 

and Hauck (2004, p. 70), “students and tutors use headsets and microphones (which they have to 

provide themselves) to work together in real-time, an approach which enables them to 

simultaneously hear each other and talk to each other, but not to see each other”. Lyceum also 

incorporates such tools as an on-screen whiteboard, shared document and a text-chat box to 

supplement the voice conferencing. 

Another attempt to provide oral interaction can be found in Project MERLIN. This project, 

developed by the University of Hull and British Telecommunications plc and released in September 

1996, had a different technical approach. It linked telephone conferencing facilities to the Web 

browser so that learners could interact with one another in small groups over the phone. Although 

the audio-conferencing was still telephone based, it differed from conventional telephone 
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conferencing in that students’ participation could be monitored through a window of the computer. 

(Marsh et al., 1997) 

These two projects provide students with a higher level of interaction in that students can speak 

with one another spontaneously in the target language. However, without visual input, many 

conversational cues (e.g. eye contact and nods) are lost, rendering conversations less natural and 

communicative than in real life situations. (Wang, 2004a) 

Oral-visual interaction in a CMC context 

Oral-visual interaction in a CMC context refers to a much higher level of interaction, similar to but 

much richer than that of face-to-face interaction in some respects. It can be described as a 

potentially effective real-time learning environment in which language learners can not only interact 

orally with one another in the target language, but also use paralinguistic cues such as facial 

expressions and body movements. The visual input weighs heavily, according to Thompson (1996, 

p. 24): 

Where the teaching and learning do not incorporate visual elements the loss of the visual 

channel is less likely to be prohibitive but it is still significant. Although the telephone amplifies 

sound and hence spoken language, in its elimination of body language and physical context, 

important sources by which meaning is constructed are denied. While written text is fixed, oral 

discourse is fluid, ongoing and ever-changing. For this reason, there is general recognition of 

the importance of non-verbal features and contextual elements to support the communicative 

experience. 

Besides, without visual input, the language learning environment is far removed from real-life 

situations, thus compromising an ultimate goal of language learning according to communicative 

methodologies, that is, to communicate and interact in the target language in an authentic 

environment. The importance of visual input and interaction may be even more essential to distance 

language learners in that it can help reduce isolation and anxiety and build confidence. 

In a distance-learning environment, the best place for oral-visual interaction to occur is in front 

of a personal computer, where students talk to one another via a Web camera with a headset or 

microphone (see Figure 2.3). The multimodal nature of oral-visual interaction supported by CMC 

offers language learners the richest and most authentic learning environment, with the combination 

of the visual, oral, and written modes (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). This is the highest level of 

interaction that distance language professionals can provide to the learner at this stage of 

technological development, although it is often time and place dependent. Nevertheless, this is the 

kind of interaction that distance learners need most, and Internet-based desktop videoconferencing 
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tools now allow it to be achieved. For example, the combination of a Web camera and MSN 

provides potential for oral-visual interaction. (see later discussions on NetMeeting) 

Figure 2.3 Example of a videoconferencing learning environment 

 

Although Internet-based videoconferencing has been around since the 1990s, its capacity to 

support good quality interaction has been overshadowed by the poor video and audio quality of the 

pioneering videoconferencing facilities. Few attempts have been made to test the technological and 

pedagogical values of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing since, generally speaking, the 

technology required had not reached a stage at which it was sufficiently stable and reliable. 

However, the recent rapid development in computer network technology justifies a re-evaluation of 

Internet-based videoconferencing tools in terms of their technological and pedagogical capabilities. 

This is because: 

♦ The computing power of the PC (Personal Computer) has increased. The memory of most 

present-day PCs is large enough to support highly interactive language tutorials and most 

computers have built-in sound and video cards. This means that the only additional 

hardware needed for network-based videoconferencing is a Web Camera and headphone, 

which cost around US$50. 

♦ A variety of videoconferencing tools is also readily available. Some can be freely 

downloaded from the Internet. (e.g., MSN and Skype) 

♦ Limited Internet bandwidth invariably represents the most fundamental problem in 

network-based videoconferencing, resulting in poor audio and video quality. However, the 

providers of videoconferencing tools are constantly reducing the bandwidth requirements 

of their products for faster performance. 



 39

♦ The network bandwidth has also been greatly improved since the 1990s. 

♦ The interface of videoconferencing tools is under constant improvement to make it more 

user friendly. 

Despite the above mentioned development, empirical research reporting on the use of 

videoconferencing for oral-visual interaction in distance mode is rarely found in the literature. 

However, there are three notable exceptions: the report on HIPERNET, LEVERAGE and ReLaTe 

projects. 

McAndrew et al. (1996) described the HIPERNET (short for “HIgh PERformance NETworked 

multimedia for distributed language learning”) which used a Bitfield H261 conferencing card with 

customized software. Instead of making use of the Internet, the system operates over the GRANTA 

Backbone Network, which connects the different institutions of Cambridge University. The results 

from the trials of the system suggested that “collaborative task-based learning is adequately 

supported by videoconferencing, with the important implication that such methods may be 

appropriate for distance learning”. (McAndrew et al., 1996, p. 211) 

LEVERAGE (LEarn from Video Extensive Real Atm Gigabit Experiment) was a three-year 

project from 1996-1998 researching the use of multimedia broadband technology to support 

language learning at a distance (see http://greco.dit.upm.es/~leverage/about.htm; Wong & Fauverge, 

1999; Zähner et al., 2000). This system supported oral-visual interaction among the three sites 

participating in the project: University of Cambridge, Insitut National des Telecommunications, and 

Universidad Politinica de Madrid. The ATM LANs of the three sites were interconnected by using 

ISDN dial-up access routers and the Internet as a fallback path. 

Learners from the three countries used LEVERAGE to assist one another in language learning. 

For example, a native student from Paris played the role of tutor to a learner of French from Madrid. 

Three field trials have been reported so far and the overall responses from the students have been 

very positive. Its multipoint and point-to-point videoconferencing feature allows the learners to see 

each other in the window, and is regarded by the students as “the most important tool” and “the best 

of the sessions” (Ibañez & Duque, 1999, p. 2). These results come from the third trial of the 

LEVERAGE in 1998. A search of the available literature does not suggest an extensive use of the 

LEVERAGE system so far. 

ReLaTe (Remote Language Teaching) was originally developed by the University of Exeter and 

University College, London, in 1994 (see http://www-mice.cs.ucl.ac.uk/multimedia/projects; 

Buckett, Stringer & Datta, 1999). After several years of development, its videoconferencing 

interface can now support up to eight participants conferencing simultaneously. Extensive trials of 
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ReLaTe in teaching started in 1995 and since then several language courses and other subjects have 

been taught through ReLaTe. Feedback from both tutors and their distant students was “extremely 

positive”. The results of these trials have also shown that “the use of Internet videoconferencing is a 

feasible proposition for language tuition and that with current software and hardware, small to 

medium sized groups can be taught cost-effectively”. (see http://www.ex.ac.uk/pallas/relate/papers/ 

peg99/stringer.htm) 

The use of MBone (short for Multicast Backbone) and RAT (short for Robust Audio Tool) is the 

most innovative contribution from the ReLaTe project to Internet-based videoconferencing. “The 

MBone is an overlay network consisting of portions of the Internet which support a technique 

known as multicasting” (Buckett & Stringer, 1997a, p. 3). This technique can effectively reduce 

congestion on the Internet by selectively sending out only one stream of data to the participants, 

unlike other Internet-based videoconferencing, which duplicates data streams resulting in 

congestion because of the limited Internet bandwidth. The limited capacity of bandwidth is the most 

serious technical problem with the present generation Internet-based videoconferencing, because 

congestion caused by the limited bandwidth affects the audio and video quality of the conferencing. 

This problem is aggravated in the case of many-to-many videoconferencing. 

To provide reliable sound quality, which is crucial to the success of language learning by 

videoconferencing, ReLaTe uses RAT (Robust Audio Tool) to send a duplicate copy of all the audio 

files. This is to ensure that the second copy backs up when the first one gets lost or delayed. 

(Buckett, Stringer & Datta, 1999) 

ReLaTe seems to promise immense potential for distance language learning although 

experiments have so far been restricted to European universities using UK high-bandwidth 

SuperJANET academic computer network. The software is freely available on the Internet, but 

setting up and maintenance can be resource demanding. In this respect, freely or commercially 

available videoconferencing tools such as MSN and Skype clearly enjoy advantages because of 

their ease of installation and zero maintenance cost. 

The HIPERNET, LEVERAGE and ReLaTe projects may represent the beginning of efforts to 

find a way of offering oral-visual interaction in distance language learning, but such efforts have so 

far been restricted to Europe and to the mid 1990s. Since then little substantial achievement has 

been reported that is sufficient to conclude that videoconferencing offers qualitative oral-visual 

interaction to distance language education. 
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The relationship between written, oral and oral-visual interaction in CMC 

As discussed above, written interaction in CMC can be of both a synchronous and asynchronous 

nature. Research on the effectiveness of CMC-based written interaction (e.g. Nagretti, 1999; Kitade, 

2000; Tudini, 2003) indicates that such interaction has the potential to improve students’ writing 

skills and to prepare the student for the other two types of interaction (i.e. oral and oral-visual 

interaction). Most Internet chat facilities can be used for such preparation because students can 

carry out synchronous written conversations with one another. Although written interaction can 

achieve a certain degree of spontaneity and fluency, such spontaneity is often delayed. 

Oral interaction in a CMC context offers more spontaneity and fluency than written interaction, 

but accuracy may be at risk because students do not have time to prepare what they wish to say in a 

real-time situation. Furthermore, without visual cues, the negotiation of meaning can take a longer 

time or can be difficult in some circumstances, such as when the learner’s proficiency is low. 

Oral-visual interaction in CMC should improve both fluency and accuracy because of its 

synchronous nature and visual input. This is because learners can more accurately negotiate 

meanings with the help of paralinguistic cues, thus improving the quality of interaction and the 

degree of interactivity. However, while this level of interactivity can be technically achievable 

through technologies such as videoconferencing, it is often technically problematic due to problems 

such as limited Internet bandwidth and delay in transmission. 

It has to be pointed out that each tool in CMC has its own embedded feature that supports a 

specific aspect of interaction in language learning. For example, e-mails only support written 

interaction, while videoconferencing helps to ease the problem of lack of oral-visual interaction. 

The important thing is to determine firstly the needs of the learner and then the capabilities of the 

tool and design the tasks to meet the learning objectives. 

2.3.3 The importance of video-mediated interaction 

The central debate in using videoconferencing in the present time is probably whether video-

mediated interaction is necessary or whether audio interaction itself is sufficient for task-based 

instructions. A review of the literature reveals a number of conflicting arguments, especially when 

CMC based interaction becomes the focus of the debate. 

A generally held belief is that there are obvious advantages for seeing a person’s face when 

interacting. Research from cognitive and social psychology identifies a number of potential benefits. 

Cognitively and linguistically, it is generally maintained that paralinguistic cues such as head nods 

and facial expressions reduce ambiguity in speech and improve understanding (see Bruce, 1996). As 
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a result, there are more turn takings, shorter turn length and more interruptions than audio-only 

interactions (e.g. Cook & Lalljee, 1972; Rutter & Stephenson, 1977; Cohen, 1982; O’Conaill et al., 

1993). Sproull & Kiesler (1986) present an even stronger argument that lack of nonverbal 

information reduces social cues and impairs interaction. Trevino et al. (1987, p. 557) hold that the 

level of ambiguity of a given message often gives rise to diverging interpretations and that different 

media choice can increase or decrease such ambiguity. They further conclude that face-to-face 

communication “is the richest medium because it has the capacity for immediate feedback, multiple 

cues, and natural language. Therefore it has the potential for decreasing ambiguity more quickly 

than other media”. 

Boyle et al. (1994) report that when performing a collaborative task, subjects produced shorter 

exchanges of speech and less problematic dialogues when they could see each other than when they 

could only hear each other. Summerfield (1992) also reports that, compared with only hearing, 

seeing the face allows a listener to tolerate an additional 4-6 dB of noise to obtain the same level of 

intelligibility, and that each decibel of signal-to-noise ratio gained can enhance intelligibility by 10–

15 per cent. Bruce (1996) comments on Summerfield’s finding by saying: 

These figures indicate that at certain levels of noise, seeing the face can allow a listener to 

‘hear’ otherwise unintelligible speech. Information from vision may therefore be particularly 

important for speech perception when the auditory channel is noisy, as it can be during 

telecommunication, either because of signal limitations or because of competing noise from the 

external environment in which the communication is taking place. Information from vision 

neatly complements that available by hearing alone. (p. 172) 

The issue of lack of body language and of depersonalization of communication in CMC has been 

recognized by scholars such as Lecourt (1999), Kress & van Leeuwen (2001) and Hampel & Hauck 

(2004). The findings from Hampel & Hauck (2004, p. 78) support the above arguments from a 

participant’s point of view. They point out that when “tutors do not receive visual clues and body 

language, it is easier for students unsure of what is going on to sit quietly without participating and 

without getting help or encouragement”. 

Many of the above-discussed arguments have been generated around the disadvantages of text-

based CMC such as e-mails and Internet Relay Chat. The general consensus seems to indicate that 

lack of access to nonverbal and paralinguistic information in the text-based media filters out rich 

information important to comprehension and performance. 

From a sociocultural perspective, the impact of video on building a learning community, 

increasing confidence and reducing isolation is also largely recognized in the literature (see 
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Bloomfield, 2000; Kitao, 1999; Shield, 1999; Lake, 1999; Stacey, 1999; Hampel & Hauck, 2004; 

Lee, 2007). These issues are especially typical of the distance learners, who have been physically 

isolated from one another, and the video is perceived as even more crucial in reducing the impact of 

the distance. 

In contrast to this view, some scholars believe that there are no demonstrated advantages for 

video-mediated communication vis-à-vis audio-only interaction. In fact, Walther et al. (1994, p. 465) 

argue that the critical difference between face-to-face and text-based CMC is “a question of rate, 

not capability”. O’Malley et al. (1996, p. 177) conducted a series of experiments in which pairs of 

subjects performed collaborative tasks at a distance via video and audio links or audio links only. 

Their data indicates that “users of video links produced longer and more interrupted dialogues than 

those who had audio links only, although there were no differences in performance” and that 

“[p]erformance was affected when the video links were of low bandwidth, resulting in transmission 

delays”. 

These conflicting findings need to be further investigated through empirical studies. It is argued 

here that the end results of interaction (e.g. task completion) may be the same with or without visual 

signals, but the process of the interaction can be vastly different. It is not surprising that, without 

non-verbal signals, interaction may suffer, but at the same time, we can still get our message across, 

just as we have managed to do so well with telephone conversations. This is because “we have a 

flexible repertoire of strategies which allow us to compensate for missing channels of 

communication” (Bruce, 1996, p. 167). With language learning, the important issue is whether the 

visual and non-verbal component is helpful in language acquisition during the process of interaction. 

However, it is certain that, with visual input, a sense of realism and authenticity will be added to 

enhance the language learning tasks. The issue of oral-visual interaction constitutes a focal point in 

this research, and data will be collected to verify its importance in language acquisition at a distance. 

2.4 Part Three – The provision of interaction in distance language education 

What has been achieved in the distance language arena as far as the provision of oral-visual 

interaction is concerned? The following section will examine this issue from a historical perspective. 

Given the critical importance of interaction to the quality of distance language learning, this section 

traces how the nature and scope of interaction have changed and developed as DLE has moved 

through its main developmental stages. Such an examination serves the purpose of providing a 

historical insight into the problem we are facing today – the lack of provision of oral-visual 

interaction in DLE. By examining the different stages in DLE, the main purpose of this section is to 
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gain insight into the following critical issues confronting language learning at a distance. In terms of 

the provision of interaction, what has been achieved so far with learning languages in distance mode? 

With the aid of advanced computer technology, what can be achieved in this field? What is the 

future of this mode of language learning and teaching? In a word, what are the major implications 

of advanced computer technology for distance language education? A re-examination of the 

development of DLE and the implications of technology for language learning at a distance should 

provide insight into the potential of the distance-learning mode, especially for language learning. 

(Wang & Sun, 2001) 

In order to better understand the provision of interaction in DLE, it is necessary to probe the 

nature of distance education. In this research, distance education is regarded as a field and distance 

language education as a sub-field of distance education. “Distance” defines the field. Thus, to a 

large extent, the nature of distance education reflects the nature of distance language education. 

2.4.1 The nature of distance education 

The “distance” in distance education clearly indicates that interaction is not face-to-face. The 

problem, therefore, is that classroom interactive learning is not (or only minimally) present. So what, 

historically, has distance education had to offer learners, and how has its nature evolved since its 

conception? What can it offer learners at the start of the 21st century with the use of cutting edge 

technologies? I turn to definitions of DE in this section as it is central to the argument in this book. 

The definitions of distance education prior to the 21st century 

Keegan (1991) believes that there is sufficient consensus on the definition of distance education, 

both in theory and in practice, to consider distance education as a distinctive field of study. 

Reviewing the definitions of distance education over time, one perceives an evolution in thinking 

and an ongoing refinement of previous definitions as distance education has developed. One 

reflection of this evolution is the fact that Keegan has twice (1983 & 1996) synthesized the 

definitions of distance education by various scholars. In his 1983 synthesis, he discusses earlier 

definitions by Dohman (1967), Mackenzie, Christensen & Rigby (1968), Moore (1973) and 

Holmberg (1977), and on the basis of his own definition of 1983, proposes six “interdependent 

elements” of distance education (see Table 2.5). Rapid development in the 1990s led him to 

improve his previous definition. On this occasion, his synthesis added more recent definitions by 

Garrison & Shale (1987), Baker et al. (1989), Moore (1990) and Portway and Lane (1994). 

Consequently, he proposed the five basic defining elements of distance education contained in 

Table 2.6. 
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Table 2.5 Keegan’s 1980 definition (1983, p. 30) 

♦ The separation of teacher and learner which distinguishes it from face-to-face lecturing. 

♦ The influence of an educational organization which distinguishes it from private study. 

♦ The use of technical media, usually print, to unite teacher and learner and carry the educational content. 

♦ The provision of two-way communication so that the student may benefit from or even initiate dialogue. 

♦ The possibility of occasional meetings for both didactic and socialization purposes. 

♦ The participation in an industrialized form of education which, if accepted, contains the genus of 
radical separation of distance education from other forms within the educational spectrum. 

 

Table 2.6 Keegan’s 1996 definition (1996, p. 50) 

♦ The quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner throughout the length of the learning process; this 
distinguishes it from conventional face-to-face education. 

♦ The influence of an educational organization both in the planning and preparation of learning materials 
and in the provision of student support services; this distinguishes it from private study and teach-
yourself programs. 

♦ The use of technical media, print, audio, video or computer, to unite teacher and learner and carry the 
content of the course. 

♦ The provision of two-way communication so that the student may benefit from or even initiate dialogue; 
this distinguishes it from other uses of technology in education. 

♦ The quasi-permanent absence of the learning group throughout the length of the learning process so that 
people are usually taught as individuals and not in groups, with the possibility of occasional meeting for 
both didactic and socialization purposes. 

 

In comparison with Keegan’s 1980 definition, his 1996 definition contains a number of 

refinements, which reflect subsequent developments in the field of distance education. For example, 

quasi-separation of teacher and learner further defines the realm of separation in the 1980 version, 

“in recognition of the fact that face-to-face teaching is part of many distance programs”(Verduin & 

Clark, 1991, p. 10). The influence of the educational organization is further clarified with an 

emphasis on its influence on “planning and preparation of learning materials and in the provision of 

student support services” (Keegan, 1996, p. 50). Thus distance education appears to be a more 

organized education system than merely self-study. Another important improvement of the 1996 

definition is the inclusion of audio and video technologies, and more importantly, computer 

technology in the media, which was not mentioned in the 1980 definition. This is a significant 

improvement in that it recognizes the importance of computer technology in today’s distance 

education. The fifth element in the 1996 definition is elaborated to stress individual teaching as 

opposed to group teaching. However, the sixth element in the 1980 definition is deleted from the 

1996 definition. Keegan (1996, p. 50) regards “the presence of more industrialized features than in 

conventional oral education” and “the privatization of institutional learning” as two “social-cultural 
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determinants which are both necessary pre-conditions and necessary consequences of distance 

education”. 

Holmberg’s concept of “guided didactic conversation” provides us with another angle from 

which we can examine the nature of distance education. Interaction is central to this concept. The 

approach portrays distance education as a “conversation-like interaction between the student and the 

distance education provider, including the instructor, the counsellor, the author, and so on” 

(Holmerg, 1986, p. 55). There have been numerous further attempts to define this mode of 

education, although without unanimity. Nevertheless, drawing on the work of scholars, the nature of 

distance education can be summarized as follows: 

♦ physical separation of learner and educator, that is, there is a physical distance preventing 

face-to-face education; (Holmberg, 1977, p. 9; Keegan, 1983, p. 15; Cunningham et al., 

1998, p. 23); 

♦ mediated subject-matter presentation (Holmberg, 1995); 

♦ mediated student-tutor interaction (Holmberg, 1995) or student-tutor relationship (Dallos, 

1984). Keegan refers to this as the provision of two-way communication (Keegan, 1983, p. 

15); 

♦ use of technical media. (Keegan, 1983, p. 15) 

Throughout the development of distance education, the fundamental nature of physical 

separation of the learner and distance education provider has remained unchanged, despite the 

occasional face-to-face teaching. This physical separation is still true today when real-time Internet 

technology enters the scene of distance education, offering oral-visual interaction. The two basic 

constituent elements of distance education, as suggested by Holmberg (1995, p. 47): mediated 

subject matter presentation and mediated student-tutor interaction, also remain unchanged. However, 

the content and scope of these have been constantly enriched as distance education has moved from 

one generation to another. 

Definition of distance education in the 21st century 

The above-discussed definitions describe the nature and development of distance education up to 

the 1990s. Since then, the field of distance education has experienced tremendous development both 

in terms of the use of advanced educational technology and the scope of distance language 

education. This development warrants the following five modifications to these earlier definitions 

of distance education. 
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First, the earlier definitions only stress the separation of the learner and educator in a distance-

learning environment (see above discussions). The separation of learners does not receive enough 

attention. The importance of emphasizing the latter separation in the start of the 21st century lies in 

the recognition of the capabilities of Internet technology in providing learner-learner interaction in 

distance education. 

Second, the term “real-time “should be added to the earlier definition of mediated subject-matter 

presentation and student-tutor interaction. Along with rapid developments in information 

technology, the content and scope of the two basic constituents of distance education (Holmberg, 

1995) have undergone qualitative changes, from asynchronous to synchronous and from non-real 

time to real time. 

Third, n-way (multiple-way) synchronous interaction should be specified, as two-way 

communication defined by scholars such as Keegan (1983) is no longer adequate to encompass the 

scope and quality of real-time technology mediated interaction between the teacher and the learner, 

and among learners. Real-time interaction can now be generated not only between the tutor and the 

learner, but also between learners and native speakers anywhere in the world. 

Fourth, learner characteristics should be a defining element in distance education. In distance 

education most learners are adults. In both of Keegan’s definitions, this element of learner and 

learner characteristics was not mentioned. I argue that the learner constitutes the most important 

part of distance education, and should not be overlooked. 

Fifth, the impact of social distance on learning should be acknowledged, as none of the earlier 

definitions have dealt with such impact. Social distance here refers to the isolation and lack of 

communication between learners due to physical distance between them. Research shows that such 

social distance can affect learners’ confidence in learning and create frustration due to lack of 

support from their peers and education provider (see Brown, 1996; Williams & Sharma, 1988). 

Social distance is typical of distance education and has a contingent relationship with physical 

distance. 

On the basis of these points, six defining elements of distance education in the 21st century can 

now be summarized: 

♦ The physical separation of teacher and learner, and learner from learner. 

♦ The influence of an educational organization both in teaching and in the provision of 

student support services. 
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♦ The use of technology and media such as print, audio, video or computer to present subject 

matter both synchronously and asynchronously. 

♦ The provision of both two-way and n-way communication and interaction through media 

and technology. 

♦ The majority of learners are adults. 

♦ The existence of social distance due to physical separation. 

The above discussion leads to the conclusion that “distance” defines distance education 

especially in terms of lack of provision of two-way and n-way interaction. In other words, the 

provision of interaction is a core problem in DE and DLE, and is a major indicator of to what 

degree the problem of “distance” has been eased in each generation of DLE. Interaction, to some 

extent, determines the characteristics of each generation. 

2.4.2 The definition of “generation” 

This study not only situates itself within the latest generation of DLE, but also proposes the 

emergence of a fourth generation of DLE as a contribution to the literature (Wang & Sun, 2001). To 

justify the creation of a new generation, it is therefore important that we clarify the definition of 

“generation” at the outset. In the context of distance education, few scholars have attempted to 

define the term “generation”. One of these is Garrison (1985), who argues that 

Generation is used to suggest the building upon previous capabilities. The development of the 

generations of distance education represents, in systems terminology, a hierarchical structure 

with an increasing differentiation of technological capacity for integrating unique delivery 

systems. In other words, new media can be combined with older media to provide a greater 

range of choice for the design of effective distance education delivery systems. (p. 236) 

This book has adopted the above definition to determine when one generation progresses to the 

next. Essentially, the dividing line for each generation occurs when technology fundamentally 

improves the mode of subject-matter delivery and learner-instructor and learner-learner interaction 

both in terms of its quantity and quality. These improvements do not change the fundamental nature 

of distance education (that is, the physical separation of education provider and learner), but instead 

create a qualitatively more favourable and more flexible environment for interactive language 

learning. In other words, technology has brought revolutionary changes in distance education in the 

sense that it has constantly advanced the evolution of distance education. The term “generation” has 

been discussed in the general context of distance education. However, it is argued here that the term 
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applies equally to language learning at a distance because it constitutes a subfield of distance 

education, but one with its own set of teaching and learning characteristics. 

2.4.3 The first generation of distance language education 

Mediated subject-matter presentation 

The first generation of distance learning did not see much of language teaching and learning, but it 

is important historically. In fact, until 1965 distance education as a separate discipline had remained 

virtually unexplored because it was not considered as part of mainstream education (Peters, 1994, p. 

1). The first advertisement offering distance courses to learn a “new method of short hand” 

appeared in The Boston Gazette on 20 March 1728 (Battenberg, 1971, p. 1). However, more 

conclusive evidence of teaching of the distance nature was found a 100 years later (Holmberg, 

1995). The generally accepted origin of distance education can be traced back to 1833, when an 

advertisement appeared in Sweden offering an opportunity to study “composition through the media 

of the post” (Baath, 1980, p. 13; 1985, p. 62). In 1840, Issac Pitman began teaching shorthand by 

correspondence in Bath England (Dinsdale, 1953). The University of London was the first 

University to found correspondence colleges such as Skerry’s College and University 

Correspondence College in 1880 (Curzon, 1977). Following this, distance-learning courses began to 

appear in England, Germany, the United States and Japan (see Holmberg, 1995). The earliest 

distance language school, documented by Noffsinger (1926, p. 4), was established by Charles 

Toussaint and Gustav Langenscheidt in Berlin in 1856, in which language curricula and learning 

outcomes were undocumented. 

Printed materials and the postal system were used almost exclusively to present and deliver the 

teaching, which is why this period is also known as “the correspondence generation” (Garrison, 

1985). The area or distance covered by such an education was limited due to the restrictions of the 

then communication system. 

Mediated student-tutor interaction 

Limited data is available which match the primitive nature of the technology in terms of “guided 

didactic conversation”. The combination of printed matter and the postal system could hardly offer 

any direct interaction between the student and the education provider, despite the existence of two-

way communication. In Nipper’s (1989, p. 63) words, “[s]tudent-teacher and teacher-student 

feedback processes are slow, sparse, and mostly restricted to the periods when the learners submit 

scheduled assignments”. 

The first generation of distance education lasted nearly a century, the longest generation in the 

history of distance education. However, “until 1965 distance education had very seldom been an 
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object of scientific research or scholarly work” (Peters, 1994, p. 1). As a result, scholars “lacked 

reliable, impartial information about the practice of distance education, let alone theoretical 

explanations of its extraordinary methods and approaches with relevant empirical data” (Peters, 

1994, p. 1). Few languages were offered then, probably largely due to the lack of technical support 

to foster interaction and the communicative nature of language learning. As a result, distance 

education for languages in this generation did not develop as fast as other disciplines in distance 

mode and remained a relatively neglected area. 

2.4.4 The second generation of distance language education 

Technological advances are the motor for generational changes in distance language education as 

Boyle (1995) states: 

The obvious characteristics of this second phase of development in distance learning are the 

technological ones, with the telephone being used increasingly, and with radio, television, and 

audio- and video-cassettes supplementing the printed material and bringing the teacher and 

student closer together. (p. 284) 

This second generation is also known as “multimedia distance education” (Nipper, 1989), in 

which language learning became core content. When technologies such as telephone conferencing, 

television broadcasting, radio and audio-visual cassettes, were brought into distance education in 

the 1970s, the presentation of learning materials and the interaction between students and tutors 

underwent revolutionary changes. This generation witnessed a wealth of different modes of delivery 

of language learning materials, particularly in improving listening and speaking skills. Improving 

listening and speaking skills had been a century-long problem facing distance educators, because 

the distance between the learner and the instructor, and the limitations of the then technology, had 

prevented spontaneous and effective interaction. In the second generation, distance language 

educators attempted to tackle these hurdles by capitalizing on advanced educational technologies. 

Changes in mediated Student-tutor interaction 

The quality of interaction between the learner and the instructor greatly improved in the second 

generation DLE. In a telephone conferencing learning environment, learners may have real-time 

interaction with each other and with the teacher. With audiocassettes, they can send their taped 

speeches for the instructor to check and compare their pronunciation with either the instructor’s or 

the taped authentic pronunciation. During a live television broadcast, learners may hear and watch 

the language being spoken at home. The use of technology not only improves students’ language 

proficiency, but also reduces the sense of isolation common to most distance learners. 
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Despite the fact that technologies used in this generation are all single-medium technologies, 

they had a revolutionary impact on distance language learning. Distance language learning 

proliferated in this phase. The founding of the British Open University in 1969 is generally regarded 

as a landmark in distance education. This is because it marks the beginning of a new period in 

which distance education is institutionalized with full degree courses, systematic systems evaluation 

and new media (Rumble and Harry, 1982). This development distinguishes distance education from 

self-study. More languages were being offered than ever before. In Australia, as well as European 

languages, Asian languages such as Indonesian, Japanese and Vietnamese became popular distance-

learning subjects (Williams & Sharma, 1988). 

The second phase of distance language learning enjoys a closer link with electronic and 

telephonic technology. With the availability of more advanced communication technologies such as 

the television and telephone, the second generation model offers a more effective language learning 

environment in that it caters, to a certain degree, for more synchronous oral interaction. 

2.4.5 The third generation of distance language education 

Justification of a new generation 

While the first two generations are generally accepted divisions in the scholarly research, existing 

literature does not offer a convincing dividing line between the second and the third generations. 

The term “computer generation” has been used by scholars, such as Garrison (1985), to describe the 

third generation, but this term is too broad and vague to define precisely the features of this 

generation. The definition by Chacon (1992), cited in Boyle (1995, p. 289), is even broader: “[t]he 

second model of distance learning gave way to the third generation when access to computers 

changed the way in which teachers and students were able to process information, interact with, and 

communicate with one another”. It would be too simplistic to say that the third generation has been 

marked by the use of computers in distance education, not only because computers were employed 

in education as early as the 1960s, but also because the use of computers in distance education has a 

complex and evolving history. 

Although Garrison (1985, p. 238) does not provide a distinctive commencement point for the 

“computer generation”, he mentions that 25 years of research has proven that computer assisted 

learning (CAL) “can be a more efficient or effective means of instructional delivery than traditional 

face-to-face instruction”. It can be argued that the third generation of distance language learning 

started in the early 1980s, and its characteristics can be best summarized by the acronym of CALL 

(Computer-Assisted Language Learning). This acronym indicates that in this period, computers 
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have acted as an aid to the main teaching framework, not as the principal media of learning material 

presentation. Multimedia has become the catch phrase of this generation. 

Changes in mediated subject-matter presentation 

In addition to printed materials, this generation has witnessed two major delivery modes in 

language learning at a distance: off-line delivery and on-line delivery. 

Off-line delivery refers here to delivery of course materials through multimedia software usually 

consisting of a multimedia package (e.g. a CD Rom) and a personal computer. On-line delivery 

refers here to the use of the Internet and the Web technology to present learning materials. 

Multimedia packages 

Multimedia packages have been the most popular off-line media for course presentation in the third 

generation. Using CD ROMs, distance learners have had greater freedom in choosing course 

materials that suit them best. For some languages, the whole course is presented on a CD ROM, for 

others CD ROM is used to store supplementary material for learning a specific part of the target 

language, such as a multimedia package for learning Chinese characters, and a Kanji package for 

learning Japanese characters (Wang, 1999). Numerous multimedia packages, ranging from exercises 

and tests to simulations and games using the target language, are being produced each year. The use 

of multimedia has enriched the language learning environment and has been readily accepted by 

learners. 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) is another mode of delivery popular in this generation. 

Through e-mail, chat and other on-line tools, the Internet can provide an interactive and 

collaborative learning environment for learners around the world. (For more reading on Web-based 

instruction, see Khan, 1997; Jafari, 1997; Kubala, 1998; Kötter, 2003.) Although it is still 

asynchronous at this stage, Poon (1993, p. 65) believes that CMC “has emerged as a viable method 

to support distance education because it is low cost and readily accessible”. 

In the early stage of this period, the Web has been used mainly by distance education 

administrators to publicize course information such as course outlines and notices to students. In the 

early 1990s, distance educators realized the potential of the Web for teaching as well, and began to 

move the whole or part of their courses on to the Web. 

A major advantage of using the Web over CD ROM lies in the flexibility the Web offers. For 

example, the course materials and information presented on the Web can be updated easily at any 

time. It is also low-cost and user-friendly, both to the instructor and the learner. 
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The Internet is also constantly employed by distance educators and learners. E-mail has proved 

to be a very effective and efficient means of learning and communicating (Peterson, 1997). Students 

can use e-mail to contact their instructor or communicate with a native speaker in the target 

language to improve their writing skills. A wealth of authentic learning materials and language 

learning courses is freely available on the Internet, and advanced language learners in particular, 

can benefit enormously from these online materials and courses. 

More access to information 

Learners can access online libraries and authentic materials (e.g. newspapers, magazines and radio 

programs in the target language) from home, unconstrained by barriers of time and distance. 

Changes in mediated student-tutor interaction 

Interaction between learners and tutors is more direct, varied and lively. Through video clips, sound 

and animation, learners can now visualize the teacher’s instructional intentions, and thus feel closer 

to the teacher than with printed media or tapes. Although e-mail communication is not synchronous, 

it does provide reliable and fast communication between learners and the instructor. More important, 

the scope of interaction has been expanded to include learner-native speaker, learner-computer and 

learner-learner interactions. The learner, not the teacher, has become the centre of learning activities, 

thereby making learning a more effective and enjoyable process. The roles of both the learner and 

the teacher have therefore undergone a substantial change. The learner has changed from passive 

information receiver to active knowledge seeker and from silent learner to “noisy” learner. On the 

other hand, the teacher has now become more of a learning facilitator and moderator than an 

information provider. 

To summarize, in this generation, interaction in DLE has been further improved both in terms of 

quality and scope. For the first time in the history of distance education for languages, interaction 

between the learner and education provider has become more direct, spontaneous and multi-modal. 

Students could enjoy a degree of freedom in choosing course materials and in managing their 

learning discourse. In this period, distance educators have explored various forms of computer-

assisted learning and teaching in an attempt to create a more authentic and interactive language 

learning environment. Furthermore, interaction now embraces learner-educator, leaner-learner and 

learner-native speaker communication. Socially, advanced computer technology has brought 

students into closer contact with the real world and their peers. Learning is no longer as isolated as 

before. Last but not least, the Internet has broadened the physical boundary of distance education. 

Distance education can now reach more learners than ever before. 
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2.4.6 The emergence of a fourth generation DLE 

Justification for a new generation 

As discussed in section 2.4.2, generational changes happen when both the quantity and quality of 

interaction in distance language learning have been improved. It is on the basis of this 

understanding of the term “generation” that this research argues for the emergence of a fourth 

generation in distance language education. Beginning in the mid-1990s when the Internet and Web 

technologies grew and matured, the advent and more extensive use of Internet-based real-time 

technology in learning have ushered in this fourth generation of distance language education. The 

significant changes that computer technology has brought to distance education justify the creation 

of a new generation. Two reasons underlie this justification: (1) the use of advanced computer 

technology, such as real-time technology, has enabled distance education to achieve the highest 

level of interaction that present day technology can offer, that is, real-time oral-visual interaction, 

and (2) distance education is predicted to develop along a new path. This argument is fundamentally 

different from the three-generation theory popular among scholars such as Garrison (1985), Chacon 

(1992) and Boyle (1995). Tables 2.7 and 2.8 provide an overview of the difference between the 

four-generation and three-generation theories. 

Table 2.7 Four-generation theory 
Generations Technologies 

1st (1800s – 1970s) Printed media, postal system 

2nd (1970s – 1980s) 

 

Older media: printed media, postal system; 
New media: broadcasting, television, radio, telephone, audio-cassettes, video-

cassettes, cable television, etc. 

3rd (1980s – 1990s) Older media: printed media, post system, broadcasting, television, radio, 
telephone, audio-cassettes, video-cassettes, cable television, etc.; 

New media: Word processors, multimedia packages, e-mail, the Web, the 
Internet, etc. 

4th (1990s – ) Older media: printed media, postal system, broadcasting, television, radio, 
telephone, audio-cassettes, video-cassettes, cable television, word 
processors, multimedia packages, e-mail, the Web, the Internet, etc.; 

New media: Internet-based real-time technology, such as desktop 
videoconferencing, Internet telephoning, virtual reality, etc. 

 

Table 2.8 Three-generation theory 
Generations Technologies 

1st (1800s – 1970s) Printed media, postal system 

2nd (1970s – 1980s) Broadcasting, television, radio, telephone, audio-cassettes, video-cassettes, 
cable television 

3rd (1980s – 1990s) Computer  
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On the basis of Tables 2.7 and 2.8, it is evident that my theory of the fourth generation conforms 

with the commonly held three-generation theory with respect to the first and second generation. The 

differences appear in the divisions of the third and fourth generation. The fourth-generation theory 

also differs from the third-generation theory in that it stresses the combination of older media with 

new media in each generation. 

Of the innovations and changes that distinguish the fourth generation from the third, 

asynchronous to synchronous communication is the most significant. In this process, “guided 

didactic conversation” has become real-time for the first time. This change is especially crucial to 

learning languages at a distance since synchronous communication technologies facilitate virtual 

interactions that are truly conducive to communicative language learning. In this generation, 

technology is no longer simply an add-on medium, instead “it touches the very substance of the 

university”. (Tsichritzis, 1999, p. 93) 

In the context of education, globalization now has a twofold meaning: the globalization of 

distance learning and the globalization of education as a whole. In response to this trend, we hear 

repeated calls to “reengineer”, “redefine” and “reshape” modern education. In his 1996 article, 

Dede’s (1996) speculation about how emerging technologies may reshape distance as well as face-

to-face education generated a heated dialogue among the reviewers of his article. He depicts a new 

education system called distributed learning, consisting of knowledge webs, virtual communities 

and shared synthetic environments. Today, this speculation has been widely accepted as the future 

of education. Scholars are even announcing a historical convergence of distance education and 

traditional campus-based education toward a networked education based on research in the 

potentials of network technologies (Dede, 1996; Hall, 1998; Cunningham et al., 1998; Tsichritzis, 

1999). The above-mentioned changes indicate a whole new kind of distance education system with 

fundamentally improved capability. Judged by Garrison’s (1985) definition of generation, it can be 

argued that Internet-based real-time technology has pushed distance education into a new 

generation. 

Changes in mediated subject-matter presentation 

The Internet and Web are still the media underlying this generation of DLE. Different from the 

previous generation, Internet-based real-time technology has become the trademark of this fourth 

generation. To present an overall picture of the computer technology used in this generation, 

Figure 2.4 compares the Internet and Web technologies used in the third and fourth generations. 
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Figure 2.4 A comparison between CMC in the third and fourth generation 

 
Computer Mediated 

Asynchronous/non-real-time Synchronous/real-time 

CD ROM packages, Internet & 
Web (e.g. web site, e-mail & 

voice-mail) 

Internet telephoning, Internet 
videoconferencing, virtual 

community; virtual classroom 
using real-time technologies 

The Third Generation The Fourth Generation 

 

In fourth generation technologies, on-line delivery becomes more popular than in the previous 

generation with a variety of real-time media available to both the instructor and the learner. A 

combination of asynchronous and synchronous presentation of materials constitutes the major form 

of computer delivery. Although virtual reality is receiving more attention than before, real-time 

technologies, such as Internet telephoning and network-based desktop audio and videoconferencing, 

are more mature and less expensive to use. 

A more authentic learning environment 

At this early stage of the fourth generation, only limited data is available on Internet-based real-time 

language learning. However, a great number of studies in the area of CMC indicates the direction of 

language learning at a distance (see Cuskelly & Gregor, 1994; Bullen, 1998; Peterson, 1997; Chun 

& Plass, 2000; Hampel, 2003; Hampel & Hauck, 2004; Lee, 2007; Wang & Chen, 2007). Learners 

may have spontaneous conversations in the target language with other learners, teachers and even 

native speakers of the target language. For example, through network-based desktop 

videoconferencing or Internet telephoning, students can be exposed to virtual interpreting situations 

in which they can hear the target language being spoken, observe the body language of the speaker, 

and use the target language to communicate. Similarly, students can carry out simulated business 

negotiations in the target language with a native speaker. More importantly, language learning now 

takes place in a social context and has become more meaningful than ever. Students are exposed to 

a variety of dialects and accents in the target language and have an opportunity to develop language 

spontaneity and reflexiveness. In such a learning environment, better retention of learning material 

can be expected. 
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A wider coverage 

Since real-time technologies use the Internet as their communication medium, the coverage of the 

subject-matter presentation is bounded only by the reach of the Internet. Moreover, since CMC also 

supports real-time multi-user learning environments, an unprecedentedly high level of student 

involvement and cooperation in learning can be achieved. This wider exposure to the target 

language is instrumental to increased proficiency in the target language. 

Multimode of subject-matter delivery 

It should be noted that, although Internet-based real-time technology has become increasingly 

popular and is an important delivery mode, it is not the only mode used by distance educators. In 

the fourth generation, as in most other generations, much language learning and teaching still 

retains technologies used in previous generations. These technologies include printed matter, 

audiovisual cassettes, telephone and e-mail. 

Changes in mediated student-tutor interaction 

With the use of Internet-based real-time technologies, the effect of physical distance on the 

interaction between learner and instructor can be reduced to a minimum. Some early projects 

investigating real-time technology (e.g. the LEVERAGE project; see discussion in Section 2.3.2) 

have demonstrated its potential to facilitate interactions nearly as effectively as those of face-to-face 

communication. Such interactions are real-time interactions with spontaneity (though sometimes 

delayed) as their defining feature. As a result, much less time is lost during the communication and 

interaction. On the other hand, some studies have shown that Internet-based real-time technology 

provides learners with numerous opportunities to engage in meaningful language learning. (see 

Section 2.3.2) 

In the previous generation, on-line reading materials and e-mail messages helped the student 

improve their reading and writing skills, but not their listening and speaking skills because of the 

limitations of the then technology. In other words, a serious deficiency in distance education for 

second languages has been the incapacity to expose learners to spontaneous speaking activities. In 

the fourth generation, Internet-based real-time technology can foster such spontaneous 

communication and interaction, which aligns it more closely with modern conceptions of language 

learning and teaching, emphasizing communicative task-based learning models and learner 

autonomy. 

Most importantly, the fourth generation also witnesses the merging of the presentation of subject 

matter and interaction into an interactive presentation of subject matter. Different from the previous 

generations, presentation of subject matter may be no longer separated from interaction. This 
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merging means language learning at a distance can become interactive and spontaneous, which is 

particularly important to language learning at a distance, because modern language learning is a 

process of communicating and interacting. 

In summary, as far as teaching languages at a distance is concerned, the first three generations 

had provided flexibility at the expense of quality. In the fourth generation, with the use of Internet-

based real-time technology, this disadvantage can be neutralized, and the highest level of interaction 

can be ensured for learners. This improvement is most significant because it meets the special needs 

of distance language learners, that is, cultivating listening and speaking skills. Real-time technology, 

effectively facilitating the development of these skills, removes the most serous constraints imposed 

by the physical distance in learning languages at a distance. At the same time, it supports 

interactions similar to those of face-to-face communication, and a virtual social context in which the 

use of the target language occurs most naturally. Thus real-time technology brings the distance 

learner into the real world, both in the sense of reality and in the realm of the virtual learning 

environment. Further, advanced technology is leading modern education to an immersion of 

learning at a distance and on campus. All these improvements justify the conceptualization of a new 

generation. 

It should be pointed out that the fourth generation is still in its infancy; advanced educational 

technology and the possibilities it has opened are only comprehended or explored by a few. The 

majority of distance education institutions still remain in the second or third generation. Since the 

pedagogical capabilities and soundness of real-time technology are yet to be fully discovered, 

refined and evaluated, distance language educators will need to further explore the use of this 

technology as it becomes more mature and widely used. 

In summary, the employment of Internet-based real-time technology is revolutionary in that it 

has led to improvements in the presentation of course materials and further promotion of student-

teacher interaction. The capacity and quality of distance education have been improved, compared 

with those of the previous generation. As a result, real-time technology, while building upon the 

capabilities of the previous generation, opens a new era in the history of distance education. This 

generation can be summarized as a new learning environment with increased interaction through 

collaboration, and with networked learning as its defining features. 

Bates predicted (1993) that 

By the year 2010, this [print based delivery of distance teaching] will have changed in most 

developed countries, and in many of the newly emerging economic ‘dragons’ of South-East 

Asia. In particular, telecommunications-based technologies will have become the primary 
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means of delivery of distance teaching. The main reasons for the increasing importance of 

technology in distance education can be summarized as follows: 

♦ A much wider range of technology is becoming more accessible to potential distance 

education students; 

♦ The costs of technological delivery are dropping dramatically; 

♦ The technology is becoming easier to use, both by teachers and learners; 

♦ Technology is becoming more powerful pedagogically; 

♦ Distance education institutions will find it increasingly difficult to resist the political and 

social pressures of the technological imperative. (p. 213) 

The creation of a new generation advances and challenges the three-generation theory commonly 

held by members of the profession. This new division categorizes more precisely the roles played 

by different computer technologies in the provision of interaction to distance education for 

languages. The next section will examine in further detail the improved interaction in the fourth 

generation DLE, generated by computer and information technology, especially in terms of CMC. 

2.5 Summary 

The literature on interaction, CMC and the development of DLE confirms the significance of the 

investigation of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for distance language acquisition. The 

significance emerged through a step-by-step discussion of the nature of interaction and an 

evaluation of its importance to communicative language learning. Following this, the review of the 

present use of CMC to support interaction in DLE further reveals the importance of the research 

question. Last but not least, this chapter has critically reviewed the developmental stages of DLE in 

providing improved interaction for L2 acquisition. 

This chapter has made a number of contributions. It has enriched some of the concepts and 

definitions by including recent developments in the field, for example, the definition of interaction 

and distance education. At the same time, this chapter has also addressed some confusion over the 

term CMC, emphasizing its inclusive nature rather than the text-based nature alone. 

In the discussion of the evolutionary changes in the provision of interaction in distance language 

education, this research put forward a theory of an emerging fourth generation in DLE with 

synchronous real-time oral-visual interaction as its defining feature, challenging the commonly held 

three generation theory. The significance of this contribution lies in its more accurate identification 
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of the impact of real-time Internet technology on DLE in the 21st century, and in its prediction of a 

historical convergence of campus-based education and distance education into a global education 

(Wang and Sun, 200). The discussion contained in this part of the chapter has partly answered the 

first subsidiary research question – What are the needs of distance learners in terms of L2 

acquisition. One answer is their need for an improved platform for the provision of oral-visual 

interaction in their L2 learning. 

Another contribution of the research in this chapter is its development of a new taxonomy in 

CMC-based interaction – written, oral and oral-visual interaction, each catering for different 

learning and learner goals. This new division classifies more precisely the roles played by and the 

technologies needed in each type of interaction. It is hoped this new taxonomy will provide some 

guidelines for future research, thus bridging a gap in DLE research. I have discussed this new 

taxonomy elsewhere. (see Wang, 2004a) 

The improved provision of oral-visual interaction in distance language learning today is further 

investigated and evaluated in the empirical study of this research. The methodology for this 

investigation and evaluation is discussed in detail in the next chapter, Chapter 3. 
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Chapter Three 

Preliminary studies, methodological approaches and criteria 
for evaluating videoconferencing 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters have identified the need for improved provision of oral-visual interaction in 

distance language education, and have discussed the importance of oral-visual interaction in 

distance language learning both theoretically and historically. This chapter and the chapters that 

follow will investigate this issue through empirical studies in order to answer the central research 

question: 

in what ways oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing is able to facilitate L2 
acquisition at a distance? 

The chapter consists of three major parts. Part One reports the findings from two preliminary 

studies. The first preliminary study investigates learning problems in DLE and reveals that 

synchronous speaking practice is urgently needed, further answering the first subsidiary question – 

what are the needs of distance learners in terms of L2 acquisition? As discussed in Chapter 2, the 

most recent and sophisticated forms of technology-mediated interaction are supported by 

videoconferencing. Thus the second preliminary study evaluated the commercially available 

desktop videoconferencing tools and finds that NetMeeting (see Section 3.2.2) emerged as a tool 

worthy of further exploration. This second preliminary study provides the basis for answering the 

second subsidiary research question – what are the benefits and limitations of oral-visual 

interaction via videoconferencing forL2 acquisition at a distance? 

Following the two preliminary studies, a more in-depth evaluation of NetMeeting was designed 

in response to the central research question. Part Two of this chapter deals with the methodologies 

adopted for the two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting. This discussion presents such details as the 

objectives of the evaluation, a synopsis of each phase of the evaluation, the formative, qualitative 

and task-based approaches, data sought and methods of data collection and analysis. 

Part Three of this chapter further discusses data collection and analysis methods. The emphasis is 

on the two sets of criteria developed in this research for evaluating videoconferencing tools and 

tasks. Both sets of criteria are crucial for later phases of this research in that they determine (1) the 

mode of data presentation and (2) criteria for data analysis. Lastly, the limitations of this research 

and the issue of obsolescence of technology are discussed. 
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3.2 Part One – Preliminary studies 

3.2.1 Preliminary study 1 – a survey of the difficulties in learning Chinese 

This preliminary study focuses on learning problems experienced by Chinese language students. To 

substantiate my identification of the problem with DLE – the lack of exposure to oral-visual 

interaction – a qualitative survey of both the students from the Open Learning Chinese language 

program and of on-campus first year Chinese students at Griffith University was administered in 

late 2000. This survey solicited students’ views on the problems that they experienced in their 

Chinese language learning. A total of 35 completed questionnaires were collected. The distance 

group comprised eight students who were then in the second and fourth study period, equivalent to 

first-and second-year on-campus students as far as their length of study was concerned. The on-

campus group was approaching the end of their second semester of learning the Chinese language. 

In other words, both groups had considerable experience with learning Chinese and should have a 

better understanding of the problems they had encountered than would new students. Most of them 

were native English speakers with only a few of the on-campus students from a Japanese 

background. 

In order to solicit unbiased responses and to avoid leading questions, the survey posited only 

three general questions. In the survey with the Open Learning students these three questions were: 

1. Why did you enrol in this Chinese course in distance mode? 

2. What are your main problems with this course? Please comment on the four skills: 

speaking, listening, reading and writing. 

3. What improvements would you suggest? 

For the purpose of comparison, with the on-campus group, these questions remained otherwise 

exactly the same with the exception of question one. The wording of “in distance mode” was 

deleted as it was inappropriate to the on-campus students, and the question becomes “Why did you 

enrol in this subject?”. 

Discussion of survey results 

This discussion will focus on the data provided by the distance group, while replies from on-campus 

students will only be used selectively to support the discussion on data collected from the distance 

group. Furthermore, to provide qualitative evidence of the lack of oral-visual interaction in DLE, 

this section will concentrate on replies from Question 2 of the survey – what are your main 

problems with this course? Please comment on the four skills. (for data from Questions 1 and 3, see 

Appendix A) 
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It was discovered that 100 per cent of the distance students felt strongly that they had 

experienced great difficulties in acquiring speaking skills. The distance group provided quite 

lengthy and specific comments on why speaking imposes a great difficulty in a distance-learning 

situation. Table 3.1 summarizes the major areas of difficulty identified by both the Open Learning 

and on-campus students, in terms of acquiring speaking skills. 

Table 3.1 Difficulties in acquiring speaking skills (PCS1 – OLQ2 & PCS1 – OCQ2) 
Areas of difficulty identified Open Learning students (%) On-campus students (%) 

Lack of opportunity to speak with others 87.5 3.7 

Pronunciation and tones 25 44.4 

Speed of the speaker 0 11.1 

Fluency 0 14.8 

Lack of help from the tutor 37.5 0 

Other 0 25.9 

 

From the above table, it is evident that the great majority (87.5 per cent) of the distance learners 

ascribed the difficulty in speaking to the lack of a Chinese speaking environment. The following 

comments (in participants’ own words) showed that most distance students understood the nature of 

their problems and believed that face-to-face interaction was vitally important to language learning. 

♦ Obviously not attending a class makes the practice of responding verbally quite difficult. 

♦ Lack of opportunities to practise speaking with native speakers. The thought processes 

involved in responding, as in normal conversation i.e. translating in your head and replying. 

(I hope you understand what I mean)… 

♦ Because I am not exposed to Chinese environment most of my speaking is done to shop 

keepers and the occasional Chinese that I met. So it is therefore make it hard to use it in 

everyday life at this stage. I hope to go to China again, say for a few months so I am forced 

to use it. 

♦ As I have no lecturer or tutor, I have no one I can actively practise my speaking skills with. 

A large part of my previous study was focused on speaking, so I feel that am now seriously 

disadvantaged in this particular area. 

♦ No problems with the course itself. (My problem is that I have no Chinese speakers to 

practise with.) 

♦ I feel difficult to learn speaking without tutor’s help. 
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♦ I am finding tones and some of the initials quite difficult to master, and find it hard to 

concentrate on speaking (reading aloud) when making assignment tapes. I have not had 

time or opportunity to practise speaking with others and I am sure this would fasten 

improvement. 

In contrast, lack of opportunity to speak with others was only mentioned by one on-campus 

student, but nearly half of them held that the mastery of tones and pronunciation was difficult. This 

difference may not indicate that the Open Learning students found tones and pronunciation easy to 

learn. On the contrary, it may mean that they considered the lack of someone to practise speaking 

with more of an obstacle than difficulties with tones and pronunciation. It could also be interpreted 

that the on-campus students had received more immediate feedback regarding their pronunciation 

and tones, and as a result, they were more conscious of these problems than the distance group who 

had never been corrected on the spot with regard to their pronunciation and tones. 

Lack of help from the tutor was another area specifically indicated by the distance students, 

while none of the on-campus student mentioned this. The reason for this contrast is self-explanatory. 

Fluency presented a difficulty to some on-campus students, but none of the distance students 

mentioned this. Again, this may mean that the need for interaction with others was more urgent to 

them than their improvement in fluency. Without an environment to interact in the language, 

fluency is out of the question. 

Summary 

To summarize, the distance group was overwhelmingly specific about their difficulty in attaining 

speaking skills – the lack of interaction with others. Data from this survey appeared to be consistent 

with those in Williams and Sharma’s 1985 survey of DLE in Australia. They identify student 

dissatisfaction with their achievement in the four macro skills, which was distributed in the 

following percentages. “Thirteen per cent of responses indicated reading, 17% writing, 26% 

listening and 44% speaking” (Williams and Sharma, 1988, p. 143). 

My search of the DLE literature failed to find any substantial improvement in speaking skills, 

despite the fact that some attempts have been made to utilize CMC (see Section 2.5.2). The question 

therefore is: what technological tools can be used and how can they help mitigate the distance factor 

and improve learner’s speaking skills? This question led to the preliminary investigation of suitable 

videoconferencing tools detailed in the next section. 
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3.2.2 Preliminary study 2 – the investigation of four videoconferencing tools 

A comparison of the four videoconferencing tools 

In an attempt to find a solution to the problem of lack of provision of oral-visual interaction in DLE, 

this research proceeded to examine the capabilities of the present generation of videoconferencing 

tools by first comparing the available choices and then trialling the chosen one. My initial search of 

the CNET user evaluation revealed that there are four most popular Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing tools – NetMeeting 3.01, CUseeMe 5.0, Video VoxPhone Gold 2.0 and ICUII 

4.9 (Version 5.5 was released on 26 November 2001). Initial evaluation of the four 

videoconferencing tools started in July 2001, by the author and four computer specialists, in order 

to determine the most suitable tool to provide oral-visual interaction in DLE. Table 3.2 provides an 

overview of the four videoconferencing tools. 

Table 3.2 Summary of the four videoconferencing tools 
Name Publisher Number of 

downloads 
Minimum 
requirements 

Cost 

NetMeeting 3.01 Microsoft 1,593,506 Windows 
95/98/Me/NT 

Free* 

CUseeMe 5.0 CUseeMe 26,680 Windows Me/2000, 
64MB RAM 

$39.99 for downloadable 
version; 
$49.99 for CD; 
15 day free trial. 

ICUII 4.9 Cybration 299,481 Windows 
95/98/Me/2000/XP 

$39.95; 
21 day free trial 

Video VoxPhone 
Gold 2.0 

E-Tech 
Canada Ltd. 

20,992 Windows 
95/98/MT/200, 
32MBRAM 

$31.99; 
30 day free trial. 

Notes: 
1. Information on the videoconferencing tools was obtained from the following web sites, all accessed on 19 
December 2001: http://download.cnet.com/downloads/1,10150,0-10001-103-0-1-7,00.html?tag=srch&qt= 
NetMeeting&cn=&ca=10001 
http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364651-100-5976507.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-6.5976507 
http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364651-100-7978697.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-1.7978697 
http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364652-100-4538974.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-1.4538974 
2. *The freeware version only supports one-to-one video and /or audio conferencing, but a server supporting 
multi users is commercially available at US$4000. (see http://www.netmeet.net/nm3_faq.asp; accessed on 
10 August 2001) 

Table 3.2 demonstrates that NetMeeting had by far the largest number of users (1,593,506 

downloads), in comparison with ICUCC (299,481), CUseeMe (26,680) and Video VoxPhone Gold 

(20,992). It is also shown in Table 3.2 that NetMeeting was the only tool that could be freely 

downloaded from the Internet. 
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The major features of the above-discussed four videoconferencing tools are summarized in 

Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3 Comparison of major features of the four videoconferencing tools 
Name Video-

conferencing 
Audio-
conferencing 

White-
board 

Document 
sharing 

File 
transfer 

Text 
chat  

Remote 
desktop 
sharing 

NetMeeting 
30.1 

One to one One to one √ √ √ √ √ 

CUSeeMe 
5.0 

Many to many Many to many X X X √ X 

ICUII 4.9 Many to many  Many to many X X X √ X 

VideoVoxPh
one Gold 2.0 

Many to many Many to many X X √ √ X 

 

It is apparent in Table 3.3 that, except for NetMeeting, the other three are more or less just video 

chat tools, which are not easily adapted for learning per se. Although NetMeeting is also not 

specifically designed for language learning, it offers many useful functions (e.g. the Whiteboard and 

Document Sharing) that the other three do not have, making it a more appropriate tool for language 

learning. Table 3.3 also indicates that NetMeeting can only support one-to-one videoconferencing, 

while the other three claim to support many-to-many videoconferencing. However, our trials 

revealed that none of the many-to-many videoconferencing tools could be used for language 

learning due to their poor audio and video quality – slower frame rate, poor resolution, muffled 

sound, etc. The usual occurrence was, as soon as the third party joined the conferencing, these 

videoconferencing tools either crashed or the video images of the participants froze and the sound 

became distorted. The audio transmission was also much delayed. This is because these 

videoconferencing tools used centralized servers for message propagation, which introduce extra 

communication latency and can easily become a communication and computation bottleneck. 

The second search of CNET user evaluations of the four videoconferencing tools was conducted 

in November 2001 (for CNET user evaluation results and comments on these videoconferencing 

tools, see Appendix B). These evaluations further confirm the findings from my investigation and 

support my argument that among the four videoconferencing tools evaluated, NetMeeting appeared 

to be the most suitable for providing oral-visual interaction. The comparison was very brief as, after 

the sound and video quality of the later three was found to be unsatisfactory for language teaching, 

they were quickly abandoned. 
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The trial use of NetMeeting 

NetMeeting is an Internet-based desktop conferencing tool developed by Microsoft. NetMeeting 

3.01 was the latest version at the time this research was undertaken. It was included in the Windows 

2000 suite. It integrates audio, video and data conferencing into a single package. In NetMeeting 

3.01, “[m]any performance improvements have also been made, including lower bandwidth 

requirements for faster performance, support for 24-bit true colour, enhanced security, and, on faster 

multimedia machines and high-speed networks, NetMeeting can now achieve up to 30-frames-per-

second video performance”. (see http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364652-100-

911418.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-1.911418) 

This research holds that it is imperative that computer experts be involved in the initial phase of 

the evaluation of a new videoconferencing tool for the simple reason that the technological 

capability of the videoconferencing tool under investigation can be more precisely determined. 

Thus, together with four computer experts, we trialled NetMeeting for approximately five months 

from July to November 2001, with a focus on the investigation of its technological capabilities. 

NetMeeting was extensively investigated in both LAN (Local Area Network) and the Internet 

environments, in terms of five criteria: user friendliness, audio and video quality, other features of 

pedagogical value, reliability, and cost. Performance against the criteria is discussed below. 

User friendliness 

The trial started with the setting up of NetMeeting. It was discovered that the set up of NetMeeting 

was not complicated, although there are a few steps to follow. As far as its interface is concerned, 

NetMeeting offers the most user friendly interface design of the four videoconferencing tools. The 

layout of the interface is simple with only a few icons (see Figure 3.1). The participants became 

familiar with it almost immediately. 

Audio and video quality 

Our trials confirmed that NetMeeting offered the best audio and video quality among the four 

videoconferencing tools tested. In a LAN environment the sound quality proved to be nearly as 

good as that of the telephone. No sound distortion was detected. The sound proved to be clear and 

consistent enough for interactive language learning. For example, NetMeeting can be used to 

perform a role-play or interactive pronunciation drills to detect the subtle differences between z, c, s, 

and zh, ch, sh in Pinyin. 

During the two-month trial, with the exception of occasional video images blurring for about a 

second, probably due to temporary congestion in the network or too much body movement, the 

video image on the whole was found to be clear and continuous. Conversational cues such as a nod 
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and a smile were all presented almost in real-time. When showing how to pronounce certain words, 

lip movements could be seen clearly enough for the learner to notice the difference in pronunciation. 

There was no significant delay in the synchronization of sound and video image. As expected, both 

the audio and video quality of NetMeeting in a LAN environment was better than that using the 

Internet. Nevertheless our trials indicate that the audio and video quality of NetMeeting has reached 

an acceptable level of performance for the provision of oral-visual interaction in distance language 

learning. 

Figure 3.1 The interface of NetMeeting 

 

To initiate a call 

To initiate a call 

To initiate a call 

Document sharing 

Text chat 

The whiteboard 

File transfer 

 

Other features of pedagogical value 

The Whiteboard 

Figure 3.2 Whiteboard in NetMeeting 

 

Among the four videoconferencing tools, NetMeeting is the only one that offers the facility of an 

on-screen Whiteboard (see Figure 3.2). It was found to be a valuable tool for language learning as it 

allows you to review, create, and update information collaboratively in real-time. For example, you 
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can cut, copy and paste information from any Windows-based application onto the Whiteboard. 

Both parties can view, write, edit and draw simultaneously. This will be especially useful for 

teaching how to write Chinese characters online for the simple reason that the stroke orders can be 

shown step by step in real-time. It is also a good platform for negotiation of meaning, because the 

learner can write the characters and draw pictures on it to paraphrase their intended meaning. 

Furthermore, the Whiteboard contents can be saved for future reference. 

File Transfer 

Figure 3.3 File Transfer in NetMeeting 

 

Only NetMeeting and Video VoxPhone Gold 2.0 offer this function. Used in a language learning 

situation, this function enables the learner or teacher to send files (e.g. video clips or text files) to 

other people during a conference so that a lively interaction can be generated around the video clips 

or text files (see Figure 3.3). It was found that the transfer of text file was instant and of the highest 

quality in both LAN and the Internet environment, but transfer of videos took longer when using the 

Internet. 

Document Sharing 

Figure 3.4 Document Sharing in NetMeeting 

 

Again, although important to language learning, the function of Document Sharing is only offered 

by NetMeeting (see Figure 3.4). With this function, you can share multiple programs opened in the 
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background during a NetMeeting conference. The difference between Document Sharing and 

shared whiteboard lies in that, when sharing a program, the other party cannot edit your file. In 

other words, you have greater control of your files. This function is useful in presenting a prepared 

document, be it a PowerPoint slide, a scanned photo, or a Web page. This function was employed 

extensively to share photos and Web pages with the participants during the trials to facilitate 

spontaneous discussions. 

My Video 

Figure 3.5 Self-view window 

 

My video can be enlarged and 
moved to any other part of the 

computer screen 

 

NetMeeting also offers a picture-in-picture function called My Video, a self-view window, which 

was found to be very useful for teachers to watch their teaching and to modify their paralinguistic 

cues (see Figure 3.5). The My Video window can be placed anywhere on the computer screen. 

Reliability of NetMeeting 

In our investigation of videoconferencing tools, reliability was treated as an essential issue and was 

one of the most important criteria in determining the appropriate tools. When using a LAN, 

NetMeeting never crashed. And the audio and video maintained constant good quality during the 

videoconferencing sessions. When used in an Internet environment, a crash never occurred, 

although the video and audio quality was, to a degree, affected by the low bandwidth of the Internet 

resulting in background noise and unstable sound quality. However our investigation indicates that 

NetMeeting could still be used to provide good quality oral-visual interactions if conferences were 
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conducted at a time when the Internet was less congested. (e.g. during weekends or early in the 

morning) 

Cost of NetMeeting 

Point-to-point videoconferencing version of NetMeeting was free and could be downloaded from 

the company’s web site. The cost of the group version of the program was $US4,000 (see Table 3.2 

and notes above). Because NetMeeting was a Microsoft product, users had no maintenance cost to 

bear. The only required purchase for learners was a web camera with headphones, around US$50. 

Compared with the costs of some textbooks, most students should be able to afford NetMeeting, 

especially since it could be used over the entire course of their studies. 

To summarize, my investigation shows that among the four videoconferencing tools, NetMeeting 

represented state of the art in videoconferencing tools and was the most viable one for the provision 

of oral-visual interaction in DLE at the time of the trials (in 2001). This conclusion is based on the 

following results from our evaluation: 

♦ The audio and video quality of NetMeeting was acceptable for language learning. 

♦ NetMeeting was reliable both in terms of its sound and video quality and its network 

transmission. 

♦ NetMeeting was easy to use and to set up. Its interface and other features were more 

refined and user friendly than other videoconferencing tools. 

♦ NetMeeting also offered features such as the Whiteboard and Document Sharing that were 

indispensable to interaction and language acquisition at a distance. 

♦ NetMeeting was free. Neither the students nor the educational institutions needed to invest 

in anything except a Web Camera and headphone. 

♦ Because it was a Microsoft product, it is expected to be updated regularly. 

3.3 Part Two – Methodology 

3.3.1 Introduction 

In relation to its central and subsidiary research questions, this study aims to examine, firstly, 

whether NetMeeting was technologically capable of assisting the distance learner to reach the goal 

of effective oral-visual interaction, and secondly, whether the process of oral-visual interaction via 

NetMeeting provided for students’ learning needs to be met. Thus a more in-depth evaluation than 

the preliminary investigations discussed previously was conducted. This investigation was 



 72

completed in two stages: Stage One by on-campus students in an intranet environment, and Stage 

Two by distance students in an Internet environment. Although each of the two stages of the 

evaluation had its own specific objectives, the general objective of this evaluation was to answer the 

second subsidiary research question: 

What are the benefits and limitations of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for 
L2 acquisition at a distance? 

It was hoped that data in relation to the second subsidiary question could be drawn to answer the 

third subsidiary research question: 

What are the implications and potential of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing 
for L2 acquisition in distance mode? 

This second part of the chapter details the methodology to achieve the above objectives. Firstly, 

it outlines the objectives, procedure, participants and the network environment of each stage of the 

evaluation. Secondly, the formative, qualitative and task-based nature of this research is discussed. 

This is then followed by a specification of data collected from the evaluation, and methods of data 

collection and analysis. 

3.3.2 Stage One – evaluation by on-campus students from Griffith University 

Objectives 

The evaluation of NetMeeting was approached in a progressive way, that is, the results from Stage 

One informed Stage Two, which constituted the core stage of the evaluation. Thus the main purpose 

of this first stage was to gather information on what actually happened in each videoconferencing 

session so that the advantages of videoconferencing could be further explored and the pitfalls 

avoided in Stage Two. This investigation was to provide data on both the technological and 

pedagogical capabilities of videoconferencing in supporting spoken interaction in task completion. 

Thus, the purpose of this stage of the trial was to gather data in relation to on-line/real-time oral-

visual interaction generated by videoconferencing, with particular emphasis on effective task 

designs and the possible technological strengths and constraints of videoconferencing. This was 

also a process of debugging the technology and task design. In this respect, this phase of the 

research was of an exploratory nature, with the understanding that the more data obtained from the 

experiment, the better the next stage would be prepared for the trial with the distance students. 

Procedure 

As the trial of NetMeeting with the on-campus students was scheduled during the summer holidays, 

that is, between November 2001 and February 2002, expressions of interest in participating in the 
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trial were called for in October 2001, and four students offered to help. Following that, a computer 

room was booked for the experiment in the Language and Linguistics building at Griffith University. 

This trial consisted of two parts – the installation of NetMeeting by the participants and the task-

based tutorial sessions using NetMeeting. A Student Handbook was prepared and provided to each 

participant prior to the trial in order to assist the participant’s understanding of and preparation for 

the trial. The handbook contains information such as the objectives of the trial, the task description 

and requirements for preparation, the manual for setting up NetMeeting, etc. (see Appendix C) 

After NetMeeting was installed by the participants, five one-to-one NetMeeting sessions were 

conducted with each participant separately. To simulate a distance-learning environment, the 

participants and the teacher (author) were stationed at separate locations: the participants were in 

the Computer Lab while the teacher was in her office. They communicated via NetMeeting, but a 

telephone was provided at each end in case of the failure of NetMeeting. 

Participants 

Due to personal reasons, one student could not participate in the trial, reducing the number of 

participants to three, two females and one male. The three participants had just completed their first 

year of Chinese in conventional face-to-face mode. This means their level of Chinese proficiency 

was still basic. Although none of them had studied Chinese prior to their studying at Griffith 

University, their proficiency levels varied from one another. In comparison, Student 2 had the 

highest level of proficiency, Student 3 the lowest, and Student 1 was in the middle. 

The network environment 

In this phase of the evaluation, both the students and the teacher communicated through NetMeeting, 

using a LAN. This means that the trial took place on campus via its local area network without 

using a modem (see Figure 3.3). The choice of LAN was made on the basis that it was easier to 

debug the technology and revise the task design in a controlled environment such as a LAN. A 

controlled environment was deemed imperative when evaluating a new technology for teaching and 

learning because such an evaluation involves many unfamiliar factors. This is especially true when 

the investigation relies on the Internet, which is often unreliable. Apart from the unreliability of 

Internet transmission, another factor taken into consideration was the lack of on-site technical 

support for distance students. In a LAN environment, when encountering a problem, the author 

could easily go over to the participant’s site and investigate the situation. Furthermore, technical 

support was always readily available on campus. In fact, during the sessions, although not always 

physically present, a technician was usually on standby in his office in case of unpredicted technical 
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problems. All these would be impossible in the Internet environment where students are at different 

remote locations. 

Figure 3.6 The LAN environment in Stage One of the evaluation of NetMeeting 
 

 
 

 
LAN 

 

3.3.3 Stage Two – evaluation by the Open Learning students 

Objectives 

The trial of NetMeeting with distance language students from the Open Learning Chinese Program 

at Griffith University constituted the final and core stage of this formative evaluation. (For details 

on this Chinese program, see section 1.3.) This final phase further examined the technological and 

pedagogical capabilities of videoconferencing, but this time, in a real distance language learning 

situation. Although informed by the results from the previous stage, this stage confronted two new 

frontiers – the Internet environment and the distance language learners. It was hoped that much 

data could be obtained from this stage so that recommendations for future incorporation of 

videoconferencing tools into distance language programs could be proposed. 

Procedures 

The trial started in March 2002 and was completed in August 2002. A pre-trial survey was first e-

mailed to the 11 students enrolled in Study Period 2 of the Open Learning Chinese program. The 

objective of the survey was twofold – inviting participation in the trial and soliciting information on 

the availability of student computer resources. (For results of this survey, see Section 4.3.1.) Five 

students expressed interest in taking part in the trial. Following the survey, a parcel containing the 

following items was posted to each participant: 

1. a WebCam and the set-up CD ROM, 

2. a pair of headphones, 

3. a copy of the Student Handbook containing general information about the trial, task 

description and manual for setting up NetMeeting, etc., and 

4. a gift pack to thank the students for their participation. 
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The participants were asked to set up NetMeeting by themselves after receiving the parcel. A toll 

free number was provided for the participants to reach me in case of difficulties in the installation 

process. Following completion of the installation, a trial schedule was negotiated between each 

participant and the teacher by e-mail. 

Participants 

Of the five participants, two were from Victoria in Australia (approximately 2,000 kilometres away 

from Griffith University, where the tutor was based), one was from New South Wales (more than 

200 kilometres away), one was from Queensland, (nearly 100 kilometres away) and one was from 

Adelaide (about 2,000 kilometres away from the tutor). By the time of the trial, all participants had 

completed CHN10 and CHN11, an equivalent of two semesters of study in on-campus education, in 

terms of length of study. However, due to lack of speaking practice, their level of Chinese 

proficiency was much lower than that of the participants in Stage One, that is, the on-campus 

participants. Soon after the trial started, it became evident that some students possessed neither the 

linguistic resources nor the interactional skills to conduct comparatively continuous conversation in 

Chinese. Only one student who had previous experience of studying Chinese was fluent enough to 

carry out less interrupted dialogues with the teacher. This finding further confirms the urgency of 

finding a solution to the problem of lack of oral-visual interaction in DLE. 

The network environments 

The trial went through three network environments: the modem-Internet-modem environment (see 

Figure 3.7), the LAN-Internet-Modem environment (see Figure 3.8) and the LAN-Internet-LAN 

environment. (see Wang, 2004b, Figure 3.9) 

The modem-Internet-modem environment 

When the trial first started, there was a firewall at Griffith University blocking the access of 

NetMeeting from outside the University. As a result, the person outside the University could see and 

hear me, but no sound and video signal from the person outside the University was allowed to reach 

me. In an attempt to bypass the firewall, I had to install a modem on my computer to dial into the 

Internet, while the participants had to dial into an ISP (Internet Service Provider), also through a 

modem, as illustrated in Figure 3.7. 

The LAN-Internet-modem environment 

Half-way through the trial, an access to NetMeeting in the firewall at Griffith University was 

obtained for the purpose of this experiment. Thus, while the participants were still using the 

commercially available Internet service provider via a modem, on the teacher’s end, the LAN was 
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used to connect directly to the Internet without having to go through a modem, as demonstrated in 

Figure 3.8. 

Figure 3.7 The modem-Internet-modem environment in Stage Two of the evaluation of 
NetMeeting 
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Figure 3.8 The LAN-Internet-modem environment in Stage Two of the evaluation of NetMeeting 
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The LAN-Internet-LAN environment 

The trial of NetMeeting was carried out in this environment only with Participant E, who was able 

to use a LAN to connect to the Internet in the computer laboratory at Deakin University. No 

modems were used in this environment. Figure 3.9 illustrates such an environment. 

Figure 3.9 The LAN-Internet-LAN environment in Stage Two of the evaluation of NetMeeting 

 

LAN

 

LAN 
Internet 

 



 77

3.3.4 A formative evaluation approach 

This research adopts a formative evaluation of a videoconferencing tool and its capability to support 

task-based spoken interaction in L2 learning. Brown (1989) argues that “formative evaluation 

occurs during the development of a program; the purpose of gathering information is to improve the 

program. Summative evaluation occurs at the end of the program, and the purpose of gathering 

information is to determine whether the program was successful.” Palloff & Pratt (1999) take a 

similar view: 

Formative evaluation is an ongoing process that can occur at any point throughout the course; it 

can surface gaps in course material or in learners’ ability to grasp that material. Formative 

evaluation gives instructors a way to shift focus if the course is not proceeding according to plan. 

Summative evaluation assesses the completed course and is most often the model of evaluation 

used in academic institutions. (p. 144) 

Brown (1995, p. 227) further defines language program evaluation “as the systematic collection 

and analysis of information necessary to improve a curriculum, assess its effectiveness and 

efficiency, and determine participants’ attitudes within the context of a particular institution”. 

Thus formative evaluation is crucially important, especially with the fast pace of technological 

development, in that it can provide up-to-date information on the advantages and disadvantages of 

new technology. Palloff & Pratt (1999) point out that evaluating: 

an online course using only summative methods serves to ignore many of the important 

concepts we have been discussing that are related to this form of teaching and learning. If 

instructors are truly establishing a collaborative, transformative process, then formative as well 

as summative evaluation must be used. Formative evaluation helps determine to what extent 

instructors are successfully facilitating reflection on the course material under study, reflection 

on this means of learning, and reflection on self as a learner as the course progresses. 

Summative evaluation helps us know how well we have achieved the goals and learning 

outcomes we established going into the course. (p. 145) 

Translated into the evaluation design and data collection in this research, formative evaluation 

was realized through the following constant adjustments: 

♦ on a macro level, the evaluation of NetMeeting was carried out in two-stages: Stage One 

informs Stage Two, the main stage of the evaluation; 

♦ on a micro level, on-going improvements occurred at many points during the two stage 

evaluation. For example, the installation manual of NetMeeting was improved to include 
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more details and screen layouts in Stage Two (see Section 4.3.2). The videotaped 

NetMeeting sessions were reviewed after each session for reflection and necessary 

adjustments in later sessions. As a result, a three-stage progressive improvement was made 

to the task designs (see Section 3.3.6). Furthermore the researcher constantly improved the 

task performances by adjusting task difficult levels in accordance with individual 

participants’ Chinese proficiency (see Section 5.2.2). 

These adjustments and improvements were considered essential to ensuring the accuracy of data 

collection and analysis, and were done through both regular and instant participants’ reports (end of 

session written surveys and interviews and end of evaluation written surveys and interviews) and 

the researcher’s observation. This research project thus gathered learners’ experiences in an 

immediate and ongoing way throughout the course of the project, and adjustments made to research 

design, the implementation of teaching and learning strategies. 

3.3.5 A qualitative approach 

The formative evaluation was approached using a qualitative methodology. The qualitative 

approach is gaining importance in today’s SLA and CALL research due to a recent move towards 

the investigation of learning processes. According to Negretti, (1999) and Seliger & Shohamy 

(1989), this trend is due both to the fact that “it is not easy to apply to classroom learning (the main 

SLA context) the controls necessary for good experimental research” (Negretti, 1999, p. 76), and to 

the growing awareness of the distorting influence of the research settings (Tarone, 1982). 

As defined by Strauss and Corbin (1998, p. 10), qualitative research refers to “any type of 

research that produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures or other means of 

quantification” and can be used to “obtain the intricate details about phenomena such as feelings, 

thought processes and emotions that are difficult to extract or learn about through more 

conventional research methods”. Stern (1980) also believes that qualitative research can be 

employed to investigate substantive areas about which little is known or to explore areas about 

which much is known to obtain new understandings. 

The ultimate goal of qualitative research is, according to Seliger and Shohamy (1989, p. 120), to 

discover phenomena such as patterns of second language behaviour not previously described and to 

understand these phenomena from the perspective of the participants in the activity. 

Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991, p. 11) also define the qualitative methodology as “an 

ethnographic study in which the researchers do not set out to test hypotheses, but rather to observe 
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what is present with their focus, and consequently the data, free to vary during the course of the 

observation”. The attributes of the qualitative paradigm are summarized in Table 3.4: 

Table 3.4 Attributes of the qualitative paradigm 
 Attributes 

Qualitative Paradigm Advocates the use of qualitative methods. 

Phenomeonologism and verstehen: ‘concerned with understanding human 
behaviour from the actor’s own frame of reference’. 

Naturalistic and uncontrolled observation. 

Subjective. 

Close to the data; the ‘insider’ perspective. 

Grounded, discovery-oriented, exploratory, expansionist, descriptive, and 
inductive. 

Process-oriented. 

Valid; ‘real’, ‘rich’, and ‘deep’ data. 

Ungeneralizable; single case studies. 

Holistic. 

Assumes a dynamic reality. 

Source: Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991, p. 12 

Thus, a qualitative approach was adopted throughout the phases of the evaluation, not only in 

view of the above-mentioned goal and nature of qualitative research but also in recognition of the 

multi-dimensional nature and objectives of the evaluation planned for this research. As the objective 

of the evaluation was to clarify the extent to which videoconferencing is an effective tool for the 

provision of oral-visual interaction, such an investigation needed to examine what actually happens 

during the learning process of individual learners (e.g. how the learners interact and their reception 

of videoconferencing tools). It is generally believed that understanding of the learning process 

benefits more from qualitative measures such as interviews and questionnaires than from 

quantitative evaluations. Negretti (1999, p. 76) comments that “the development of the rigorous 

methods for conducting qualitative research and collecting SLA data allows good results and good 

reliability and validity”. 

Qualitative investigation consists of three major components (Strauss & Corbin, 1998): data 

collection, coding (data interpretation) and oral/written presentation of the findings. The data 

collection, analysis and presentation in this research are of a qualitative nature. 
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3.3.6 A task-based approach for evaluating videoconferencing 

Introduction 

The issue raised in the central research question – the ways in which oral-visual interaction 

facilitates L2 acquisition – motivated the adoption of the task-based approach in the evaluation. 

Thus the overall objective of the tasks designed in this research was to provide an environment that 

fosters oral-visual interaction and eventually facilitates language acquisition. The successful 

completion of such tasks is regarded as an indicator of the capabilities of NetMeeting to support 

oral-visual interaction in distance language learning. 

Description of tasks designed for this research 

The task analysis follows Nunan’s framework. As detailed in Section 2.2.8, tasks are composed of 

goals, input, activities, setting and role. For ease of reference, Figure 2.1 is reproduced below: 

Figure 2.1 A framework for analyzing communicative tasks 
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Source: Nunan, 1989, p. 11 

For guiding the task design in this research, this framework has been adopted with a certain 

degree of modification where technology, namely, videoconferencing is concerned. These 

modifications were deemed necessary because Nunan’s framework mainly concerns traditional 

classroom tasks. 

Goals of the tasks 

The goals of the tasks are closely related to the research question identified in earlier chapters – to 

investigate optimal task design for facilitating effective language learning interaction through an 

oral-visual CMC technology, in this case, NetMeeting, a videoconferencing tool. Thus it has a 

communicative and interactive nature. To be more specific, the tasks were intended to design a 

communicative language learning environment, where students, through the use of 

videoconferencing, could engage in natural conversations with the teacher in the target language. 

Care was taken to ensure that such tasks would help the students to improve their listening and 

speaking skills, e.g. clarification request, confirmation checks and spontaneous responses. On the 
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other hand, the tasks were also designed in such a way that the students could associate them with 

their own experiences and could benefit from them later in their professional life. Furthermore, such 

tasks were designed to provide the students with a sense of reality and authenticity. In other words, 

these tasks were not far removed from the students’ real life. Specific learning goals were also 

embedded in each subtask. (see Table 3.8) 

Input of the tasks 

There are a variety of input sources in the tasks. A combination of authentic and non-authentic 

materials was employed in the subtasks, in recognition of the features of videoconferencing. It 

should be noted that some of the inputs were largely determined by the capabilities of a 

videoconferencing tool. (see Table 3.5) 

Table 3.5 Input of the tasks 
Type of input Authentic materials Non-authentic materials 

Input The video provided by Webcam 

The Whiteboard in NetMeeting 

File Transfer in NetMeeting 

Document Sharing in NetMeeting 

My Video in NetMeeting 

Photos 

Resumes 

A job advertisement 

A menu 

Activities 

Tasks were planned in advance and given to the students at the beginning of each stage of the 

evaluation of NetMeeting. Tasks were so designed that they only required a general preparation. To 

achieve spontaneity, the teacher took care to embed “surprises” in the tutorials, in order to avoid too 

many prepared speeches from the students. 

The task design in this empirical study went through three stages of progressive improvement, 

resulting in the evaluation of three sets of tasks with five subtasks to each set. Task Set 1 (see 

Table 3.6 for its contents) was evaluated by the on-campus students in Stage One. Informed by the 

results from this stage, Task Set 2 (see Table 3.7) was then designed to include a component called 

“free conversation” and was tested with the distance participants in Stage Two. The third set of 

tasks (see Table 3.8) was then developed in response to the specific needs of the distance learners as 

identified in the course of the trial. 
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Table 3.6 Task Set 1 – An overview of the activities for NetMeeting sessions with on-campus 
students 

Sub-
tasks 

Task description Aim NetMeeting 
feature used 

1 You are to play the role of an applicant. You saw an 
advertisement in the Courier Mail about a part time 
job at LELE in Chinatown. You want to know more 
about the job, so you ring the shop and ask to speak 
to the manager. You will need to first introduce 
yourself and then find out: 

♦ what kind of person they are looking for; 
♦ how many hours the applicant would be required 

to work every week; 
♦ what the hourly rate is; 
♦ when the applicant would be required to work, 

(e.g. in the morning, afternoon or weekend); 
♦ when the job starts. 
The manager will ask questions about the applicant 
such as age, language abilities, likes and dislikes. 

1. To practise 
making a phone 
call 

2. To practise 
introducing 
oneself 

Videoconferen
cing and 
Whiteboard 

2 Being very nervous about the application, you decide 
to ring your friend, Linda, who used to work at 
LELE as a shop assistant. You arrange to meet at a 
Café in the city the next day. You will need to 

♦ tell Linda what happened the previous day about 
the job inquiry; 

♦ ask Linda what it was like working at LELE; 
♦ arrange to meet Linda at a cafe in the city (You 

will suggest a newly opened Cafe in the City Mall 
and heap praise on it); 

♦ draw a map on the Whiteboard to show Linda the 
location of the cafe. 

1. To practise again 
making a phone 
call 

2. To practise 
making an 
appointment. 
(time, place, etc.) 

3. To practise 
giving directions 

Videoconferen
cing and the 
Whiteboard 

3 You and Linda meet at the cafe. You will need to 

♦ discuss with Linda what drinks and food to order; 
♦ comment on the price; 
♦ place an order; 
♦ ask Linda’s opinion about working at LELE; 
♦ tell Linda why you are nervous about working at 

LELE; 
♦ tell Linda that you will ring her and tell her your 

decision; 
♦ Linda shows a photo of the people who used to 

work with her at LELE and introduces those 
people in the photo. 

1. Practise ordering 
food and drinks 

2. Practise talking 
about price. 

3. Practise 
describing 
people. 

Videoconferen
cing and the 
Document 
Sharing 
function 

4 After much deliberation about the job, you decide to 
ring LELE and ask for an interview. The first time 
you ring, you only hear a message on an answering 
machine asking you to leave a message. The 
manager returns the call later and you arrange to 
meet at Griffith University the next day. You will 

1. Practise again 
making a 
telephone 
conversation, 

2. Practise making 
an appointment. 

Videoconferen
cing, 
Whiteboard 
Document 
Sharing and 
File Transfer 
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Sub-
tasks 

Task description Aim NetMeeting 
feature used 

need to 

♦ remind the manager of who you are; 
♦ ask for an interview; 
♦ make sure where and how to find LELE; 
♦ confirm time and place for the interview. 

3. Practise talking 
about directions. 

5 You and the manager meet at Griffith University bus 
stop. You first show the manager around Griffith 
University. Later at the interview, you give a copy of 
your resume to the manager and try hard to sell 
yourself. You will need to 

♦ prepare a “resume” (You can save an existing 
resume onto a floppy disk and bring the disk to 
this session. Or you can type a new one in 
Chinese); 

♦ talk about why you want to apply for this job; 
♦ tell the manager your qualifications (what you 

have learned, what you are learning and your 
language abilities etc.); 

♦ elaborate on your previous work experience; 
♦ ask if you get the job, what you are expected to 

do; 
♦ inquire about your pay, how many hours you are 

expected to work and if you need to work during 
weekends or evenings and what is the rate for 
working in evenings and weekends; 

♦ accept or refuse the job offer. 

1. Practise 
describing 
places. 

2. Practise talking 
about one’s 
experiences. 

3. Practise talking 
about one’s likes, 
dislikes, 
capabilities, etc. 

4. Learn how to 
accept or refuse 
an offer. 

Videoconferen
cing, 
Document 
Sharing and 
File Transfer 

 

Task Set 2 is more or less a duplication of Task Set 1 with a few minor alterations and additions. 

First, a component called “Free Conversation” was added to serve as a prelude to the major task that 

follows. This inclusion was made in response to the observation that during task completion, the 

participants in Stage One tended to talk about themselves instead of the role they were playing. 

Another reason for adding this free chat was to create a relaxing atmosphere before the major task 

starts. Second, to suit the distance-learning environment and the characteristics of the distance 

students, the place of the clothes shop was changed from Chinatown to the city, in case students in 

remote areas of Australia cannot relate to the idea of Chinatown. Third, the last scene at Griffith 

University was moved to the manager’s office because the distance students might find it hard to 

imagine a specific university environment. 
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Table 3.7 Task Set 2 – An overview of the activities for NetMeeting sessions with the Open 
Learning students 

Sub-
tasks 

Task description Aim NetMeeting 
feature used 

1 1. Free conversation (5–10 minutes) 
2. You are to play the role of an applicant. You saw 

an advertisement in the Courier Mail about a part 
time job at LELE in Chinatown. You want to 
know more about the job, so you ring the shop and 
ask to speak to the manager. You will need to first 
introduce yourself and then find out: 
♦ what kind of person they are looking for; 
♦ how many hours the applicant would be 

required to work every week; 
♦ what the hourly rate is; 
♦ when the applicant would be required to work, 

(e.g. in the morning, afternoon or weekend); 
♦ when the job starts. 

3. The manager will ask questions about the 
applicant such as age, language abilities, likes 
and dislikes. 

1. To practise 
making a phone 
call 

2. To practise 
introducing 
oneself 

Videoconferen
cing and 
Whiteboard 

2 1. Free conversation (5–10 minutes) 
2. Being very nervous about the application, you 

decide to ring your friend, Linda, who used to 
work at LELE as a shop assistant. You arrange to 
meet at a Café in the city the next day. You will 
need to 
♦ tell Linda what happened the previous day 

about the job inquiry; 
♦ ask Linda what it was like working at LELE; 
♦ arrange to meet Linda at a cafe in the city (You 

will suggest a newly opened Cafe in the City 
Mall and heap praise on it); 

♦ draw a map on the Whiteboard to show Linda 
the location of the cafe. 

1. To practise again 
making a phone 
call 

2. To practise 
making an 
appointment. 
(time, place, etc.) 

3. To practise 
giving directions 

Videoconferen
cing and the 
Whiteboard 

3 1. Free conversation (5–10 minutes) 
2. You and Linda meet at the cafe. You will need to 
♦ discuss with Linda what drinks and food to 

order; 
♦ comment on the price; 
♦ place an order; 
♦ ask Linda’s opinion about working at LELE; 
♦ tell Linda why you are nervous about working 

at LELE; 
♦ tell Linda that you will ring her and tell her 

your decision; 
♦ Linda shows a photo of the people who used to 

work with her at LELE and introduces those 
people in the photo. 

1. Practise ordering 
food and drinks 

2. Practise talking 
about price. 

3. Practise 
describing 
people. 

Videoconferen
cing and 
Document 
Sharing  
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Sub-
tasks 

Task description Aim NetMeeting 
feature used 

4 1. Free conversation (5–10 minutes) 
2. After much deliberation about the job, you decide 

to ring LELE and ask for an interview. The first 
time you ring, you only hear a message on an 
answering machine asking you to leave a message. 
The manager returns the call later and you arrange 
to meet at Griffith University the next day. You 
will need to 
♦ remind the manager of who you are; 
♦ ask for an interview; 
♦ make sure where and how to find LELE; 
♦ confirm time and place for the interview. 

1. Practise again 
making a 
telephone 
conversation, 2. 
Practise making 
an appointment. 

3. Practise talking 
about directions. 

Videoconferen
cing, 
Whiteboard 
Document 
Sharing and 
File Transfer 

5 1. Free conversation (5–10 minutes) 
2. You and the manager meet at Griffith 
♦ University bus stop. You first show the 

manager around Griffith University. Later at the 
interview, you give a copy of your resume to 
the manager and try hard to sell yourself. You 
will need to 

♦ prepare a “resume” (You can save an existing 
resume onto a floppy disk and bring the disk to 
this session. Or you can type a new one in 
Chinese); 

♦ talk about why you want to apply for this job; 
♦ tell the manager your qualifications (what you 

have learned, what you are learning and your 
language abilities etc.); 

♦ elaborate on your previous work experience; 
♦ ask if you get the job, what you are expected to 

do; 
♦ inquire about your pay, how many hours you 

are expected to work and if you need to work 
during weekends or evenings and what is the 
rate for working in evenings and weekends; 

♦ accept or refuse the job offer. 

1. Practise 
describing 
places. 

2. Practise talking 
about one’s 
experiences. 

3. Practise talking 
about one’s likes, 
dislikes, 
capabilities, etc. 

4. Learn how to 
accept or refuse 
an offer. 

Videoconferen
cing, 
Document 
Sharing and 
File Transfer 

 

Task Set 3 was developed in response to the preferences and level of proficiency of the Open 

Learning participants. While the basic requirement for linguistic input and output remained similar, 

the activities in subtasks 1–3 were heavily oriented towards talking about one’s own life 

experiences such as family members and one’s daily activities. The last two subtasks were quite 

similar to subtask 2 and 3 in Task Set 1 and 2. 
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Table 3.8 Task Set 3 – An overview of the activities for NetMeeting sessions with Open Learning 
students 

Task 
no. 

Task description Aims  NetMeeting 
features to be 
used 

1 Talking about myself. 

A: You can tell your teacher 
anything about yourself, e.g. 

1. a brief self- introduction, 
2. your work, 
3. your study, 
4. what you do everyday, 
5. where you live etc. 
 

B: Be prepared to ask about your 
teacher. 

Linguistic: 

Practise using the present continuous 
tense (zai). 

 
Functional: 

Self introduction 

How to ask a question politely 
(qingwen). 

 
Interactional: 

How to check understanding in 
Chinese 

The Whiteboard 

2 Talking about family members 
A: You can use a photo as a 

prompter to describe each 
family member: 

1. their name, 
2. age, 
3. birthday, 
4. likes and dislikes. 
 
B: You also need to prepare to 

ask your teacher about her 
family members. 

Linguistic: 

Practise how to use you (there is/are) 

 
Functional: 

1. Practise the different ways of asking 
about one’s age. 

2. Practise how to say age and dates. 
3. Practise talking about one’s habits. 

 
Interactional: 

1. Practise how to clarify meaning 
using Chinese. 

2. Practise how to check understanding 
using Chinese. 

The Whiteboard 
and 

Document 
Sharing  

3 What I did yesterday 

A: Prepare to tell the teacher 
about the major events that 
happened yesterday such as 
where you went, what you did 
and why you did it etc. 

 

B: You will also need to ask your 
teacher about the things she did 
yesterday. 

Linguistic: 

1. Practise the use of le to indicate 
completion of an action. 

2. Practise the use of you (again). 
 
Functional: 

Practise asking questions regarding 
what happened. 

 
Interactional: 

1. Practise how to clarify meaning 
using Chinese 

2. Practise how to negotiate meaning 
using Chinese 

The Whiteboard 
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Task 
no. 

Task description Aims  NetMeeting 
features to be 
used 

4 Going out together 

Part one: 

You are to ring your friend Linda 
(your teacher) to invite her for 
coffee. After a chat, tell Linda 
that you just found a very good 
cafe in town and invite her to 
have coffee with you there. You 
also need to draw a map to show 
Linda the location of the cafe. 

Linguistic: 

1. Practise expressing preferences by 
using xiang, yao, xihuan and ai. 

2. Practise the use of li to express 
distance between two places. 

3. Practise the use of guo to talk about 
past experience. 

 
Functional: 

1. Practise conducting a telephone 
conversation. 

2. Practise inviting people. 
3. Practise giving directions. 
 
Interactional: 

1. Practise how to clarify meaning 
using Chinese 

2. Practise how to negotiate meaning 
using Chinese. 

The Whiteboard 

5 Going out together 

Part two: 

You and Linda are at the coffee 
shop. You can start the 
conversation by apologizing for 
being late, and then ask Linda 
how and when she came. You 
will then discuss with Linda 
what to order and comment on 
the prices and the food and 
drinks. You can end the meeting 
by saying that you have to go 
because you have to meet 
someone at Hoyts cinema.  

Linguistic: 

Practise the structure of shi…de 

 
Functional: 

1. practise apologizing. 
2. practise ordering food and drinks 
3. practise talking about money 
4. practise taking leave of someone. 
 
Interactional: 

1. Practise how to clarify meaning 
using Chinese 

2. Practise how to negotiate meaning 
using Chinese 

3. Practise how to check understanding 
in Chinese. 

The Whiteboard 
and File 
Transfer 

 

As shown in the above table, the aims in each task were set out more specifically than in the 

previous two sets of tasks. These aims were categorized into linguistic, functional and interactional 

objectives. Such specifications were deemed necessary in Stage Two of the evaluation due to the 

emerging traits of the distance participants. After the first sessions with the participants, it became 

apparent that most of the participants were lacking linguistic, functional and interactional skills for 
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completing the tasks. It was hoped that such specifications would raise the participants’ awareness 

of these aims. 

Roles 

For task set 1 and 2, the students were asked to assume the role of an applicant for a shop assistant 

position at a clothes shop. The teacher played the role of the shop manager and the applicant’s 

friend, Linda. In Task Set 3, there was no role-playing for the students, who were only required to 

talk about themselves and their experiences, while the teacher only assumed the role of the 

participants’ friend, Linda, in the last two subtasks of task set 3. 

Settings of the tasks 

The setting was limited to the environment generated by videoconferencing, that is, in front of the 

computers, although the tasks prescribe different scenes, e.g. in a cafe, in the manager’s office or at 

the university. 

Design principles underpinning the tasks to be evaluated 

The design principle of the tasks in this research and the implementation of the task-based learning 

approach regard language learning and teaching as a discipline with the same academic standing as 

any other disciplines such as computer science and biochemistry. That is, language learning should 

be treated as the understanding of a complex intellectual system, not just learning how to order a 

coffee or read a map. 

This principle is manifested in the design of the tutorial style of the videoconferencing sessions 

in this research, where a teacher and learner engage in the prescribed tasks, instead of learner-

learner interaction. This decision was made in view of the following three factors. First, a tutorial 

with the teacher is a process of both learning the systems of the language and applying the language 

to interaction, which is qualitatively different from simply using the language. The learner can find 

many occasions to put the target language into use in real life. For example they can talk to waiters 

and patrons in a restaurant or a cafe. However, a teacher can guide the learner through the scene of 

ordering coffee to understand the linguistic and cultural values of the language in a more 

comprehensive and systematic way. Furthermore, learners can receive instant feedback regarding 

their progress. The impact of interaction involving the teacher has also been documented in the 

literature. Studies such as Tanaka’s (1991, cited in Ellis, 1994) confirmed that teacher-learner 

interaction results in better comprehension, more linguistic forms being learnt and better retention 

than either baseline input or premodified input. Second, in the case of the participants in this 

evaluation, the students’ proficiency in Chinese was not adequate for unsupervised interaction in the 

target language. Third, videoconferencing could be used more effectively with the guidance of the 
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teacher because it was still a novel experience for the learners. Of course, when the students become 

familiar with the technology and have acquired a considerable level of proficiency to conduct 

conversations in the target language, nothing would stop them from using videoconferencing to chat 

in the target language among themselves or even with native speakers. 

The goal of the tasks was to design an environment in which learners would have sufficient 

opportunities to engage in activities that would both improve their speaking skills and explore the 

potential of videoconferencing. Thus, the task design, on the one hand, closely followed the five 

guidelines proposed by Skehan (1998) for designing effective task-based instruction. (See Section 

2.2.8 for detailed discussion of the five guidelines.) On the other hand, as Skehan’s guidelines only 

concern effective task-based instructions in a general sense, without taking into consideration the 

implications of the technology used to fulfil the tasks, this research extended Skehan’s guidelines by 

adding a sixth dimension – incorporating the features of the technology used, in this case, the 

videoconferencing tools. Thus the following six principles underpinned the task design for this 

research: 

♦ choose a range of target structures (Skehan, 1998, p. 132); 

♦ choose tasks which meet the utility condition (Skehan, 1998, p. 132); 

♦ select and sequence tasks to achieve balanced goal development (Skehan, 1998, p. 132); 

♦ maximize the chances of focus on form through attentional manipulation (Skehan, 1998, p. 

132); 

♦ use cycles of accountability (Skehan, 1998, p. 132); 

♦ incorporate the features of the technology used. 

The six guidelines will now be discussed in reference to the task design in this research. 

(1) Choose a range of target structures 

As discussed in section 2.4.1, choosing a range of target structures is deemed imperative to 

language development. In this research, the choice of target structures was determined by the 

learner’s level of proficiency in Chinese. In other words, care was taken to expose learners to the 

level of difficulty of the task that was within their grasp. 

The target students would eventually be the distance language learners who, because of the lack 

of a Chinese learning environment, had only acquired a basic level of Chinese proficiency. 

Therefore first year (CHN11 & CHN12) textbooks for the Open Learning Chinese program offered 

at Griffith University were used as a basis for the level of difficulty and sequences of the tasks 
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designed for this experiment. Also taken into consideration in task designs was the level of 

proficiency of the on-campus participants. My experience with both the first year Open Learning 

and on-campus students led to the conclusion that the first year on-campus participants generally 

had a higher level of proficiency than the distance participants, at least as far as speaking skills were 

concerned. So within the same task frame, I would guide the conversation to a slightly more 

sophisticated level with the on-campus participants. For example, I may ask a simple question to a 

distance participant, such as “how old are you”, while with the on-campus students, the same 

question would be extended to “could you please tell me how old you are this year”. Thus a smooth 

performance of the tasks by both groups of participants could be maintained. A short glossary was 

provided whenever deemed necessary. 

(2) Choose tasks which meet the utility condition 

Chapelle (2001, p. 46) describes utility as a “category in a classification of L2 tasks” which 

distinguishes “among the degrees of likelihood that a particular structure will be used by learners as 

they perform a task”. (See section 2.2.8 for more detailed discussion on this principle.) The task 

design in this research ensures that a range of structures have “utility in the task”. For example, in 

Task Set 1, there are three telephone conversations in the subtasks, in which participants could open 

and close the conversation with a variety of structures, instead of specifying the use of one 

particular structure. Although the learners were not always required to employ any number of 

prescribed structures in task completion, the task conditions often set the boundary of the range of 

structures to be used. For example, subtask 3 in Task Set 3 requires the learners to talk about what 

happened yesterday, then the use of “le” indicating completion of action became inevitable. 

(3) Select and sequence tasks to achieve balanced goal development 

Skehan (1998) sees the goal development of L2 acquisition as a three-dimensional one: fluency, 

accuracy and complexity. Fluency has been a serious problem facing distance language learners due 

to their solitary and isolated learning environment. In view of this problem, the tasks were designed 

in such a way that they not only required the students to use what they had learned before, but also 

provided them with an opportunity to use that linguistic repertoire to improve their fluency. To be 

more exact, recycling of certain language uses and situations is embedded in the tasks so that 

students would have opportunities to reuse what they have learned. For example, structures for 

introducing oneself, describing people, giving directions and making a phone call and so on were 

reused in different subtasks. 

As fluency was treated as the priority in task performance, accuracy was only dealt with when 

necessary, that is, when misunderstanding occurred. Five to ten minutes were allocated at the end of 
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each task to focus on troubleshooting and accuracy, such as problems in tones, pronunciation, or 

linguistic explanations not dealt with during task performance. E-mail was used on a number of 

occasions after NetMeeting sessions to clarify certain structures and grammatical points. 

Due to the low level of Chinese proficiency, complexity was only encouraged among learners of 

higher proficiency in Chinese. 

(4) Maximize the chances of focus on form through attentional manipulation 

Section 2.4.1 defines the term focus on form as an occasional shift of attention to linguistic forms 

while the learner’s primary attention is directed to the meaning of the language during the 

completion of meaning focused tasks. Chapelle (2001, p. 48) believes that “sufficient evidence 

exists to suggest that it is worthwhile to attempt to get learners to focus on form during engagement 

in meaning-based tasks”. 

The tasks designed for this research were all meaning-based tasks of a communicative nature. In 

Chapelle’s (2001, p. 48) words, “[c]ommunication tasks are chosen on the basis of the meaning that 

learners are expected to practise, and no metalinguistic explanation is included as part of the task”. 

In this research, videoconferencing was employed mainly for creating an environment for students 

to interact in the target language and improve their interactional skills, not for the purpose of solely 

teaching new forms. However, this does not mean a complete exclusion of linguistic explanations. 

Linguistic explanations did occur during the process of negotiation of meaning, especially when a 

breakdown in comprehension happened. Such breakdowns are inevitable due to the inclusiveness of 

meaning-based tasks, especially when learners only possess a basic level of proficiency. 

During the performance of the tasks, participants were encouraged to use only Chinese for 

completing the tasks. However, when a breakdown occurred due to an unknown word or 

grammatical point, explanations in English were sometimes attempted for accuracy and 

effectiveness in understanding. 

(5) Use cycles of accountability 

According to Skehan (1998), cycles of accountability is a stock taking measure, in which learners 

are asked to regularly examine what they have learned and what remains to be learned. In the case 

of distance language learning, where the major part of language learning is done by the students 

themselves, videoconferencing sessions are deemed to be more important to raise the awareness of 

such stock taking by simply designing into the task what they have learned and what they should be 

learning. Such stock taking is exhibited in the task design process of this research by way of using 

their textbook as a basis for the linguistic requirements of the tasks (also see Section 2.2.8). 
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(6) Incorporate the features of the technology used 

In this study, the technology is videoconferencing, to be more specific, NetMeeting. The task design 

takes into consideration the following features of NetMeeting: 

♦ the one-to-one nature of the freely downloadable version of NetMeeting; 

♦ the function of the video; 

♦ the function of the Whiteboard; 

♦ the function of the File Transfer; 

♦ the function of the Document Sharing; 

♦ the function of My Video. 

In view of the fact that NetMeeting only supported one-to-one conferencing, role-plays between 

the participants and the teacher formed the backbone of each session. This one-to-one nature of 

NetMeeting also allowed the learner to be treated as an individual with his or her own needs and 

interests, and provided with immediate and appropriate feedback about each individual’s progress. 

These are the two task design principles advocated by McKay (1996, p. 25). 

The task design in this research also embraced the effective use of the Whiteboard (for detailed 

description of the Whiteboard, see Section 3.2.2), e.g. drawing diagrams to show directions and 

writing Chinese characters on the Whiteboard for both parties to view. Also designed into the tasks 

were occasions for use of File Transfer and Document Sharing to view prepared documents or 

photos, Websites etc. The teacher had also planned to utilize the function of My Video to monitor 

her teaching and to show objects such as a photo or a book during task completion. 

3.3.7 Data collected 

In accordance with issues raised in the central and subsidiary research questions (see Section 1.2), 

this evaluation sought two sets of data – data relating to the technological capabilities of 

NetMeeting and data relating to the pedagogical values of a videoconferencing-supported distance 

language learning environment, with the emphasis on the latter set. Recommendations were made 

on the basis of this data. (see sections 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.5 and 6.6) 

Determining the technological capabilities of NetMeeting 

The attempt to determine the technological capabilities of NetMeeting involved personal 

observation and participants’ feedback with an emphasis on the video and audio quality of 

NetMeeting. The major issue here was whether Internet-based desktop videoconferencing is an 

adequate tool that can technically support oral-visual interaction between distance learners and the 



 93

instructor. Thus data was obtained during the course of the evaluation to respond to the following 

issues: 

1. Is NetMeeting user friendly? 

2. Is the video and audio quality of NetMeeting adequate for supporting oral-visual 

interaction? 

3. Does NetMeeting have other features of pedagogical value besides its video and audio 

features? 

4. Is NetMeeting reliable and stable? 

5. Is videoconferencing an economically viable tool? 

Criteria for evaluating the above data were proposed in Section 3.4.1 and were used for the 

analysis of this data. 

Determining the pedagogical values of a videoconferencing-supported learning 
environment 

While confirming the technological capabilities of videoconferencing, the evaluation concentrated 

on the ways in which oral-visual interaction supported by videoconferencing facilitates L2 

acquisition in distance education. Scholars (e.g. Salaberry, 2000; Bates, 1995; Higgins, 1998; 

Künzel, 1995; Price, 1987; Romiszowski, 1990) have identified a gap in the evaluation design of 

CALL or CMC research by pointing out that “previous pedagogical claims focused primarily on the 

technological capabilities of the new medium and neglected to analyze the pedagogical design of 

instructional activities” (Salaberry, 2000, p. 29). In recognition of this gap, this research went well 

beyond evaluating the technological capabilities of videoconferencing. It placed considerable 

weight on the pedagogical values of the videoconferencing-supported learning environment. When 

proposing his model of a Web-based university of instruction, Duchastel (1997, p. 225) pointed out 

that evaluation should be at a task level and allow for diversity and production. He goes on to say 

that this is “best achieved by aligning evaluation not with knowledge, but with task accomplishment 

that utilizes knowledge”. Thus the pedagogical values of the videoconferencing-supported 

interaction were evaluated through task performance by the participants. The following concrete 

data was sought and examined in the evaluation of NetMeeting: 

1. What is the language learning potential of the videoconferencing-supported tasks 

designed for the evaluation? To be more exact, do the tasks provide opportunities for 

focus on form during negotiation for meaning in task completion? What is the frequency 

of interactional modification, and in what ways do they contribute to L2 acquisition? 
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2. What are the perceptions of the participants in regard to the improvement in their 

language proficiency through the five videoconferencing sessions? 

3. Do the tasks suit the participants’ Chinese proficiency level? 

4. Do the tasks relate to the participants’ life and experiences? 

5. What are the positive impacts of the videoconferencing-supported interaction on 

participants, specially on the distance participants? 

This data was evaluated using the criteria proposed in Section 3.4.2. The following 

recommendations were made in accordance with this data: 

1. What types of tasks are appropriate to videoconferencing-based DLE? 

2. In what ways can videoconferencing tools be incorporated into distance language 

learning? 

3. What are the implications of this research for videoconferencing-based task design and 

performance? 

It has to be pointed out that students’ improvement in the target language proficiency was not 

quantitatively assessed. This is because of the complicated and open-ended nature of the issue of 

learner language proficiency. There are numerous factors influencing proficiency level; it is thus 

hard to provide an accurate assessment of the extent of one’s improvement in a certain skill within a 

limited period of time. Thus there were no skill assessments at the end of the evaluation to show the 

effectiveness of videoconferencing-supported learning, as such an exercise would be far from 

conclusive and could be misleading. Furthermore, as Von der Emde et al. (2001, p. 222) point out: 

“Measuring all students against the same proficiency goals may not provide an accurate picture of 

language learning success, many of which are more intellectual and cultural than practical”. 

However, the language learning potential (i.e. the provision of focus on form during negotiation of 

meaning) of the tasks was treated as a major indicator of L2 acquisition and thus proving the 

effectiveness of the videoconferencing-supported interaction. In view of the importance of this data, 

the process of negotiation of meaning was analyzed in detail using the model proposed by Varonis 

and Gass (1985). (see Section 3.3.9) 

3.3.8 Methods of data collection 

In view of the nature of the above mentioned data collection, this evaluation was approached from a 

formative and qualitative methodology. Thus a combination of data collection methods of an 

interpretive and exploratory nature was deemed more effective than one method only. This 

approach is also in line with the trend of current qualitative data collection. In view of the 

innovative and fast changing nature of computer technologies, scholars (e.g. Murray, 1999) have 
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begun to explore, not a particular method, but a configuration of methods to investigate and 

document learning experiences. Murray, et al. (1989, p. 99) argue that “the impact of the material on 

the students’ motivation, interest, and general cognitive and linguistic abilities will have to be 

assessed in ways approximating more the method of the social sciences (students’ reports, teacher 

diaries, think aloud protocols, etc.) than those of the natural sciences”. Thus a combination of 

methods of an interpretive nature was adopted for data collection in this experiment. These include 

personal observations, videotaped sessions, teacher’s diary, pre-trial written surveys, post-session 

and post-trial written surveys and post-session and post-trial interviews. These methods are 

discussed below. 

(1) Personal observations 

Brown (1989) compares diary writing and personal observation and concludes that they are 

compatible data collection methods. As I personally conducted these sessions with each participant, 

my observation was a first-hand experience, and a diary was kept to record immediately after each 

session such details as the date and time, the quality of the connection, video and sound, technical 

and linguistic issues or problems that occurred during each session (see Appendix K for content and 

format of the diary). As each session was videotaped, this diary was not kept to record the actual 

interaction in task completion for fear of imprecision in documenting such a dynamic process. 

Instead, this diary only documents the reflections of the teacher immediately after each session and 

information useful for data coding. 

(2) Videotaped sessions 

Videotaping is growing in importance, especially with studies involving the investigation of a 

learning process. Goldman-Segall (1991) points out that videotaping enables the researcher to 

capture the interplay of many details, which otherwise might be overlooked. Heath’s (1997) 

contention is to the point: 

As some ethnomethodological and conversation analytic researchers become increasingly 

concerned with talk and interaction, it has been found that audio and audio-visual recordings 

provide useful resources with which to subject in situ practical action and activities to detailed 

analysis. (p. 183) 

In the trial with on-campus students, because both parties wore headphones to avoid feedback 

from the speakers, the audio signal of the other party would be lost if only one video camera was 

used to videotape the sessions. Therefore, two cameras were employed, one on the participant’s side 

and the other on the teacher’s side, to record the screen and audio signal from both sides. 
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In the case of the distance students, it was impractical to request the participants to videotape the 

sessions at their end. Therefore only one video camera was used on the teacher’s side to record the 

whole session. On the teacher’s side, the speakers were used instead of the headphones in order to 

catch the audio signals. To reduce feedback from the speakers, a dual socket was used to connect 

both the headphones and the speakers. This was to ensure that the sound from the speakers could be 

recorded with minimum feedback. An amplifier was placed near the speakers and connected to the 

video camera in order for the video recorder to pick up the sound clearly. Despite this, the 

videotaped sound of the participants was not as clear as it was during the actual sessions. The 

function of My Video was employed to show on the same screen the image of the teacher and the 

participants’ image. The videotaped sessions were later transcribed for analysis, using common 

transcription conventions. (see Schiffrin, 1994, p. 422-433) 

As expected, video recording of a computer monitor produced poor results due to the difference 

in scanning frequencies between the computer monitor and the video camera. The quality of the 

taped video image supported by videoconferencing lost considerably during videotaping. 

(3) Pre-trial survey 

A short survey was conducted by e-mail prior to the trial with the distance students with two 

objectives – to invite participation in the trial and to determine the students’ availability of computer 

resources for the trial. 

(4) Post-session survey 

This survey was only carried out with the on-campus participants. At the end of each session, each 

participant was requested to complete a short written survey seeking his or her feedback for each 

videoconferencing session. A total of 15 questionnaires was collected. Similar questions were asked 

of the distance students in the post-session interviews, which were used instead of written surveys, 

in order to save the students the trouble of sending in their replies after each session. 

(5) Post-trial surveys 

In order to provide the participants with an opportunity to reflect on their learning experience with 

videoconferencing, a comprehensive written survey was carried out when each participant had 

completed all five sessions, in the trials with both the on-campus and distance students. A total of 

four completed questionnaires were collected and analyzed. (see Appendix D) 

(6) Post-session interviews 

In our “interview society” (Silverman, 1993), the interview is by far the most widely used method 

of data collection in the social sciences. Its importance and effectiveness have been well 
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documented in the qualitative research literature (e.g. Holstein & Gubrium, 1997; Miller & Glassner, 

1997). Due to the qualitative nature of this research, this data collection method was employed 

extensively and became the major data collection method in this research. All interview questions 

are open-ended. In both the trials with the on-campus and open learning students, immediately 

following the completion of each session, an in-depth interview was conducted in order to 

determine particular aspects pertaining to each individual session, such as the quality of the video 

and sound, and the appropriateness of the tasks for each session. Immediate adjustments were made 

following the participants’ feedback (e.g. adjustments to the task designs as discussed in Section 

3.3.6). In total, 40 such interviews were conducted and taped using a cassette recorder. These 

interviews were transcribed employing the commonly used conventions for conversation analysis. 

(see Atkinson and Heritage, 1984, p. ix-xvi and Appendix L – Transcription Notations) 

In these interviews and surveys, Haastrup’s (1987, p. 204) “researcher-controlled and informant-

initiated” methodology was adopted. In other words, the researcher posed general questions to 

initiate the conversation and followed with more specific questions in response to the participants’ 

comments. 

Each of the six methods of data collection yielded abundant and useful data about different 

aspects of the evaluation. In combination, they allowed in-depth qualitative feedback on both the 

technological and pedagogical values of videoconferencing supported DLE. 

3.3.9 Methods of data analysis 

Two sets of criteria 

Following data collection and subsequent transcriptions of the interviews and videotaped sessions, a 

more detailed analysis of the data was undertaken using the criteria detailed in Sections 3.4.1 and 

3.4.2 below. The criteria discussed in Section 3.4.1 were employed to ascertain the technological 

benefits and limitations of NetMeeting, whilst the pedagogical benefits and limitations of a 

videoconferencing-supported learning environment were analyzed using the criteria elaborated in 

section 3.4.2. 

The Varonis and Gass Model 

The process of oral-visual interaction characterized by negotiation of meaning was a focal point in 

the data analysis. This analysis was approached using the discourse model proposed by Varonis and 

Gass (1985). The utility of models that account for discourse structure has been recognized in the 

literature. (see Ellis, 1994; Stenström, 1994) 
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As discussed in sections 2.2.9 and 3.4.2, the language learning potential of the tasks designed for 

this research were determined by identifying opportunities for beneficial focus on form. For 

example, participants may experience problems in understanding due to a variety of reasons, such 

as unknown or unfamiliar words or structures. To solve these problems, participants often engaged 

in negotiation of meaning, in which interactional modifications occurred. Such modifications are 

believed to be beneficial to language acquisition because they lead to shared understanding (Varonis 

& Gass, 1985; Pica, Kanagy & Falodun, 1993; Pica, 1994; Long, 1983b, 1988a). The frequency of 

interactional modifications that occurred during task completion by each participant was tallied and 

samples of such modifications were analyzed using Varonis and Gass’s model. 

Varonis and Gass’s model treats spoken interaction as a discourse that moves in a horizontal 

fashion, whereas occasions of non-understanding are regarded as vertical deviations. According to 

Varonis and Gass’s model, these occasions of non-understanding can be solved through vertical 

levels of negotiation before the conversation pops back to the horizontal movement. It has to be 

pointed out that Varonis and Gass’s (1985) model is limited to the analysis of instances of non-

understanding. Non-understanding was operationally defined by Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 73) as 

“those exchanges in which there is some overt indication that understanding between participants 

has not been complete”. However the use of their model in the current research has been extended 

to include the analysis of occasions of interactional modification. An occasion of interactional 

modification is defined here as a period from a breakdown in interaction to the resumption of the 

interaction. Such breakdowns can be caused by a non-understanding or simply a request for new 

words or phrases due to lack of vocabulary (Wang, 2006). The following two examples illustrate the 

difference between a breakdown due to non-understanding and a breakdown due to a request for 

new words. 

An example of non-understanding: 

 A: Do you have many colleagues who speak Chinese? 

 B: Colleagues? What does colleague mean? 

 

An example of request for new words 

 A: Do you have many friends who speak Chinese? 

 B: No, but I have a…What is the word for describing people who work with you? 

 A: Colleagues 
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The first example shows that Person B does not understand the meaning of the word 

“colleagues”, whereas in the second example, Person B understood the question, i.e. there is no 

non-understanding. The breakdown occurs only when Person B does not know how to say 

‘colleagues’. In the current research, Varonis and Gass’s model was used for analysis of 

interactional modifications caused by both kinds of breakdown. Thus the discourse of spoken 

interaction in videoconferencing-based task completion is characterized by the model contained in 

Figure 3.10. 

Figure 3.10 A model for analysing an occasion of interactional modification during task completion 

 

Note: This figure presents a modified version of the Varonis and Gass’s (1985, p. 74) model with the 
negotiation routine shown vertically; this better represents the negotiation process of an occasion of 
interactional modification (Wang, 2006) 

Figure 3.10 shows that an occasion of interactional modification consists of two parts – a trigger 

and a resolution, and that there are four functional primes in the model. “Simply put, the trigger [the 

first prime] is that utterance or portion of an utterance on the part of the speaker which results in 

some indication of non-understanding of the part of the hearer” (Varonis & Gass, 1985, p. 74). The 

second part of the model, the resolution, consists of the other three primes: an indicator (I), a 

response (R), and a reaction to the response (RR). An indicator (I) is an “utterance on the part of the 

hearer that essentially halts the horizontal progression of the conversation” (Varonis & Gass, 1985, 

p. 75). A response (R) is initiated by the speaker to the indicator, acknowledging the non-

understanding. The last prime is an optional element, a reaction to the response (RR). When a 

resolution is reached, a negotiation routine is considered completed and the conversation resumes 
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its horizontal movement. In order to better understand this model, Table 3.9 reproduces the model 

with an example. 

Table 3.9 Discourse model of an occasion of interactional modification with an example R = 
Researcher, S = Student 2; Session Three, Stage One 

 Utterance  Function 

R: 

 

 

S: 

R: 

S: 

Gangcai wo xia che de 
shihou, bu zhidao yinggai 
wang zuo guai haishi wang 
you guai  

When I got off the bus just 
now, I didn’t know whether I 
should turn left or right. 

‘Zuo guai’ shi shenme yisi ? What does ‘zuo guai’ mean? 

‘Zuo’, zhidao ma? Do you know ‘zuo’? 

Zhidao, zhidao. I know, I know. 
 

Trigger 

 

 

Indicator 

Response 

Reaction to Response 

 

Table 3.9 shows that the first turn initiated by the researcher, in retrospect, serves as a trigger to 

the start of a negotiation of meaning. The second utterance is an explicit request for the meaning of 

“zuo guai”, thus indicating a non-understanding triggered by the previous utterance, and functioning 

as an indicator. The third turn, “do you know ‘zuo’” is a response to the indicator, and the last turn. 

“I know, I know” constitutes a reaction to the response. 

Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 74) further identify the various types of each of the four primes. For 

example, either a question or a statement can function as a trigger. An indicator can appear in the 

form of an echo, an explicit statement of non-understanding, a non-verbal response or an 

inappropriate response. Types of responses can include repetition, expansion, rephrasing, 

acknowledgement and reduction. 

The significance of this model lies in its identification of the important “players” in the process 

of interactional modification, thus “allowing us to measure and compare the depth, i.e. the 

complexity of these non-understandings” (Varonis & Gass, 1985, p. 81). It was with this 

understanding of the model that the current research employed it in its data analysis in regarding to 

the language learning potential of the videoconferencing tasks. 

3.4 Part Three – Criteria for evaluating videoconferencing tools and tasks 

The need for this research to develop criteria for evaluating videoconferencing-supported language 

learning stemmed from the fact that well-established criteria have not been found in this field. This 

is because interaction enabled by videoconferencing has not been sufficiently explored in distance 

language education. Two sets of criteria are discussed below: criteria for evaluating the 
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technological capabilities of videoconferencing tools and criteria for evaluating the pedagogical 

values of videoconferencing-based interaction in task completion. Both data collection and analysis 

followed the two sets of criteria in the process of fulfilling the objectives in the central research 

question: 

In what ways is oral-visual interaction, enabled by videoconferencing, able to facilitate 
L2 acquisition at a distance? 

3.4.1 Criteria for evaluating the technological capacities of videoconferencing tools 

Introduction 

As Internet-based videoconferencing is still new to distance language learning, criteria for selecting 

appropriate videoconferencing tools are not readily available in the literature. General guidance for 

developing such criteria appears in Levy’s (1997) argument that there be a fit between the demands 

of learning objectives and the capabilities of technology. In other words, it is very important to 

“adopt the available technologies to the pedagogy rather than the pedagogy to the technology”. 

(Hewer, et al., 1999, p. 382) 

For the purpose of this study, the point of departure in developing criteria for selecting appropriate 

videoconferencing tools lies in the identification of the need for such a tool. In other words, for 

what learning goals do we use it? In this instance, the learning objective of using such a tool is to 

provide a synchronous interactive learning environment where distance learners can improve their 

communicative speaking skills in the target language through oral-visual interaction. Thus, there are 

three major aspects that determine criteria: the synchronous and interactive nature of the learning 

environment, the distance between the learner and education provider, and oral/aural-visual 

interaction. On the basis of the above consideration and drawing on the findings in the two 

preliminary studies discussion in Section 3.2, the following criteria are proposed: user friendliness, 

acceptable video and audio quality, other features of pedagogical value, reliability, and low cost. 

User friendliness 

The main concerns here are the ease of setting up the videoconferencing tools and the effectiveness 

of the interface. As distance language students do not have ready access to technical support, user 

friendliness is an important factor in the choice of videoconferencing tools. The interface layout 

should be uncomplicated and effective (e.g. with few icons and buttons). The ease of setting up is 

judged by whether learners can set up everything by themselves following written instructions. 
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Acceptable video and audio quality 

Findings from the preliminary studies (see Section 3.2) indicate that there is still room for 

improvement as far as the video and audio quality of the present generation of videoconferencing is 

concerned. This is because Internet-based real-time audio and videoconferencing is “a low-cost, 

low-bandwidth alternative to these expensive forms of communication, and must look for the 

minimum quality (that is, requiring a low amount of bandwidth) necessary to support a multimedia 

conferencing application” (Watson & Sasse, 1996, p. 258). It would consequently be unrealistic to 

expect a television broadcast quality from such videoconferencing. Criteria for audio and video 

quality in videoconferencing should then aim at a level acceptable to both the learner and the 

instructor so as to facilitate interactive language learning. Too much sound distortion and too many 

freezing and jittery images disrupt the flow of interaction and will frustrate the learner. 

The synchronization of sound and video images should also be taken into consideration in the 

choice of technology. Summerfield (1992) (discussed by Bruce, 1996, p. 173) believes that with a 

delay of up to 80 msec. the sound and image can still be perceived to be synchronous, given that 

sound travels slower than light. Longer delays can be tolerated if the audio transmission lags behind 

the video transmission than vice versa. Therefore a delay of a little more than 80 msec. in a 

language learning situation can be accepted as long as it does not cause miscomprehension or 

ineffective and inefficient language reproduction. 

For the purpose of interactive distance language teaching, reasonable clarity and continuity of 

the video image and sound should be the minimum requirements for supporting interaction. Watson 

& Sasse (1996, p. 273) point out that “[e]stablishing the minimum quality required for adequate 

task performance will lead to guidelines towards which applications are viable under certain 

bandwidth constraints”. Such an assessment of audio and video quality often tends to be subjective 

rather than objective, that is, it is often a perceived quality. To make matters more complicated, the 

quality of audio and video that each participant receives is likely to be different due to many factors, 

such as different network conditions and different hardware (e.g. computer processing power, sound 

and video cards). Therefore the assessment of audio and video quality in Internet-based 

conferencing is of a more subjective and experimental nature than objective and instrumental. 

Other features of pedagogical value 

Other features of pedagogical value refer to features beneficial to language learning, other than 

video and audio functions. For example, a videoconferencing tool with a Whiteboard can better 

facilitate interaction and language acquisition than a video chat alone. 
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Reliability 

Reliability here refers to the stability of the videoconferencing tools (e.g. whether or how often they 

crash), crucial for maintaining the flow of interaction. As distance students and teachers are often 

physically separated and access to technical support is not readily available, reliability is imperative 

in ensuring the success of CMC based interaction. Of course, an ideal videoconferencing tool 

should never crash. Findings from the preliminary investigation of NetMeeting indicate that more 

than one crash during a videoconferencing session will deter the learner from using it. 

Low cost 

Cost here consists of the initial set up and ongoing maintenance cost. These include costs to both 

the institution and the learner. Although this is not a pedagogical criterion, it is obviously an 

important factor influencing the choice of a particular technology. The less it costs the learner, the 

more acceptable it will be. 

The above technical criteria must be complemented by pedagogical values of a 

videoconferencing tool to produce an appropriate assessment methodology. 

3.4.2 Criteria for evaluating the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-supported 
interaction in task completion 

As employing videoconferencing in distance language education is still a new experience, 

comprehensive criteria for evaluating the appropriateness of tasks in such an environment are 

absent from the literature. In this research, the six criteria (see Table 2.4) for CALL task 

appropriateness developed by Chapelle (2001) will be referred to as guidelines when attempting to 

propose criteria for evaluating videoconferencing tasks. Drawing on Skehan’s (1998) principles for 

task design and adapted from Chapelle’s criteria, the following criteria have been developed for 

evaluating meaning-based tasks in a videoconferencing situation (see Wang, 2007; Table 3.10). 

These five criteria are discussed below in reference to Chapelle’s (2001) six criteria. 

Table 3.10 Criteria for evaluating meaning-based videoconferencing tasks 
Practicality The fit between the task and the capability of the videoconferencing 

tool(s) to support task completion. 

Language learning potential Two conditions are under investigation: the extent to which task 
conditions present opportunities for focus on form, and learners’ 
perceived improvement in the target language 

Learner fit The fit between the characteristics of the learner and the task 
characteristics (e.g. the fit between the level of difficulty of the tasks 
and the level of proficiency of the learner). 

Authenticity The degree of correspondence between the videoconferencing 
activities and target language activities of interest to the learner out of 
the classroom. 
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Positive impact The positive effects of the videoconferencing tasks on those who 
participate in it, e.g. the impact of the video, the impact on the 
learner’s confidence in learning etc. 

 

In reference to the above criteria, the following questions in Table 3.11 can be asked in 

evaluating videoconferencing-based tasks. Some of the questions are adapted from Chapelle’s (2001, 

p. 59) questions. The questions are: 

Table 3.11 Questions in relation to criteria for evaluating videoconferencing-based tasks 
Qualities  Questions 

Practicality Is the videoconferencing tool technologically sufficient to support oral-visual 
interaction in task completion? 

Does the videoconferencing tool offer an appropriate environment for the 
accomplishment of the tasks? 

Language 
learning 
potential 

Do task conditions present sufficient opportunity for beneficial focus on forms? 

Has the learner’s target language proficiency been improved? 

Learner fit Is the difficulty level of the targeted linguistic forms appropriate for the learner to 
increase their language ability? 

Authenticity Is there a strong correspondence between the task and second language tasks of 
interest to learners outside the classroom? 

Will learners be able to see the connection between the videoconferencing tasks and 
tasks outside the classroom? 

Impact Will learners have a positive learning experience with oral-visual interaction via 
videoconferencing? 

How important is the video in videoconferencing to distance language learners? 

Will the learner’s confidence be improved through the use of the tasks? 

 

(1) Practicality 

Different from Chapelle’s list of criteria, practicality occupies the first place in the above table. This 

is not because practicality is regarded here as more important than the other criteria, but because 

practicality is the precondition for task performance. To be more specific, in this research, the 

evaluation and analysis of technological capabilities of the videoconferencing tool provide the 

necessary background for the discussion of the appropriateness of the tasks. Thus the discussion on 

practicality lays the foundation for the analysis on the other four criteria. 

The fit between the technology and the task is considered imperative in evaluating 

videoconferencing-based tasks. This is because videoconferencing tools determine the successful 

completion of tasks in DLE. This fit addresses issues on the two sides of the coin – whether the 

technology is capable of assisting the completion of the task and whether the task design is beyond 
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the capability of such technology. Criteria for evaluating the practicality have been extensively 

addressed in Section 3.4.1. 

(2) Language learning potential 

As shown in Table 3.10, language learning potential in this research incorporates two constituents: 

opportunities for focus on form and learner’s perceived improvement in the target language. The 

evaluation of NetMeeting will provide data on these two aspects to prove if videoconferencing can 

successfully support such language learning potential. 

Focus on form 

It has to be pointed out that focus on form does not mean metalinguistic explanations of any 

prescribed grammatical items. Rather, learners’ attention is brought to certain linguistic forms 

occasionally and temporarily for the purpose of negotiation of meaning in the process of completing 

a meaning-based task. These opportunities for focus on form usually happen irregularly when 

communication and interaction in the target language break down due to unfamiliar or unknown 

linguistic forms. Communication and interaction resume when the breakdowns are repaired, usually 

through linguistic explanations and/or negotiation of meaning in the target language. It is argued 

here that occasional focus on form is beneficial to language acquisition in a meaning-based task, 

and a high density of frequency of focus on form in a meaning-based task could be disruptive to 

task completion. Major factors relevant for promoting focus on form were identified by Chapelle 

(2001) and are listed below: 

♦ international modification 

♦ modification of output 

♦ time pressure 

♦ modality 

♦ support 

♦ surprise 

♦ control 

♦ stakes 

For definition and discussion of each of the above elements, see Table 2.3. In this research, due 

to the real-time and synchronous nature of the tasks, the emphasis of the evaluation concentrated on 

interactional modification, modification of output, support and the spoken nature of the modality. 
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Improvement in the target language 

In addition to focus on form, the language learning potential of the tasks is also measured by the 

participants’ improvement in the target language proficiency, be it observed or self-perceived 

improvement. In this research, due to the spoken nature of the modality of the tasks, participants’ 

improvement in listening and speaking is closely examined. 

(3) Learner fit 

Learner fit refers to the fit between the learner characteristics (e.g. the learner’s language 

proficiency, age, willingness to communicate) and the task characteristics such as the difficulty 

level, the settings and activities of the task. Taken from Chapelle’s (2001) definition, learner 

characteristics here take two appropriate conditions into consideration – the linguistic level of the 

learner to accomplish the task and the characteristics of the learner as an individual. It is generally 

believed in the SLA literature that language either below or above the grasp of the learner will not 

promote acquisition (Chapelle, 2001). This corresponds with Skehan’s (1998) suggestion that a 

range of target structures be selected for task-based instruction, in order to cater for different 

linguistic abilities and levels of the learner. Learner characteristics, such as willingness to 

communicate, age and learning styles, play a much more crucial role in distance language learning 

than in face-to-face language learning. 

(4) Authenticity 

According to Chapelle (2001, p. 56), authenticity refers to “the degree of correspondence between a 

L2 learning task and tasks that the learner is likely to encounter outside the classroom”. This 

relevancy to real life situations is important for at least two reasons. First, the closer the task is to 

real life, the more it should help the learner to engage in language use and improve the learner’s 

willingness to participate. Second, a task relevant to a real life situation is believed to be important 

in acquiring real life skills. Nunan (1993) believes that the authenticity of a task promotes more 

meaningful interaction in the target language, which in turn encourages the production of 

comprehensible output and provides learning objectives and personal involvement. This demand for 

authenticity applies equally to videoconferencing task design, which needs to “identify ‘viable’ 

rather than ‘artificial’ purposes for electronic interaction amongst students and staff”. (Selinger & 

Pearson, 1999, p. xii) 

(5) Positive impact 

In essence, to Chapelle (2001), positive impact includes any improvements the learner obtains from 

performing the task beyond language learning potential, be it the learner’s improved knowledge or 

interest in the target culture or their improved pragmatic abilities. It is argued here that in the case of 
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videoconferencing in distance language learning, such impact is a combination of the task and the 

technology used to realize the task. In this research, because the task completion is supported by 

videoconferencing, visual impact realized through the function of the video on establishing a 

personal link with others, will be one of the key criteria for judging the values of oral-visual 

interaction. Positive impact on affective factors such as confidence building and reduction of 

isolation in the case of distance learners will also be underscored and evaluated. 

The criteria in Table 3.10 are different from Chapelle’s criteria in a number ways. The first 

difference lies in the scope of these two sets of criteria. In other words, the scope of the criteria 

developed by this research has been narrowed down to just the criteria relevant for evaluating 

meaning-based tasks in a videoconferencing-supported learning environment, not for all the tasks in 

CALL. 

Second, because these criteria are for evaluating meaning-based tasks, meaning focus is the 

obvious goal of the task, which is already embedded in the task activities. Therefore, the term 

“meaning focus” is not specified in the criteria developed here. Furthermore, in Table 2.4 Chapelle 

summarizes language learning potential as “[t]he degree of opportunity present for beneficial focus 

on form”, and meaning focus as “the extent to which learners’ attention is directed toward the 

meaning of the language”. I argue that the two criteria proposed by Chapelle, that is, language 

learning potential and meaning focus, are in fact one and the same criterion for evaluating meaning-

based tasks. This is because focus on form is understood as an occasional shift of attention to 

linguistic forms while the learner’s primary attention is directed to the meaning of the language 

during the completion of meaning-focused tasks (see Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23). In other 

words, focus on form happens in a meaning-based context, and focus on form and meaning focus 

are inseparable. 

3.5 Assumptions and limitations 

Due to the difficulties in attaining interactive learning in DLE, enrolment in DLE programs is 

usually much lower than that in other disciplines in the distance mode. This was one of the 

problems experienced in this research when recruiting participants for the empirical dimension of 

this research. In Stage Two of the evaluation, only 11 students enrolled in the distance program in 

the third study period (CHN21). Of these, five volunteered to participate in the evaluation. Although 

in a qualitative investigation such as employed in this research the number of participants is not 

crucial, this issue was still taken into consideration when designing the evaluation. For example, it 

had originally been planned to carry out 3–4 sessions with each participant if a larger number of 
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participants had been recruited. The number of sessions with each participant was thus increased to 

five when only five distance learners volunteered, in order to compensate for the small size of the 

evaluation population. Furthermore, participants were treated as unique and specific in recognition 

that each individual has his or her own language learning background, proficiency level, learning 

strategies and language aptitude, and that there are many factors influencing their perceptions of a 

new medium such as NetMeeting. Finally, when discussing contributions and implications of this 

research, established L2 acquisition theories and empirical studies in CMC-supported distance 

language learning are drawn on to avoid over generalization from the small case study sample. 

As the researcher, I conducted the NetMeeting sessions, interviews and surveys with each 

participant. I strove for systematic recording of the research, the application of criteria, and analysis 

of the data. Care was taken to ensure that, in the interviews and written surveys, my attitudes did 

not intrude excessively by asking general and open ended questions, such as “what do you think of 

the video quality in this session?”. Such questions do not predetermine participants’ responses. As 

both of the two stages of evaluation were unrelated to their language programs, the participants did 

not have to please the researcher in order to obtain better grades. In this regard, my presence might 

be considered to have a minimum impact on the participants’ performance in and perception of 

these videoconferencing sessions. Furthermore, issues which were unclear in my observations were 

invariably taken up in the interviews with the participants, and my observations were cross-checked 

with the participants’ perceptions. In addition, all NetMeeting sessions were videotaped and 

interviews were audio taped for accurate data transcription and analysis, and for subsequent data 

validation. While I recognize that, as an active participant in the research procedure, there existed 

the possibility of intrusion of my values and assumptions, I strove to ensure that these would not 

skew the results. I did this in three ways: firstly, by being conscious of my role as a participant 

observer and “reflective practitioner” (Schön, 1983), who constantly reflected on the research 

methodology and practice; secondly, by scrupulous and systematic application of the criteria 

employed in the research procedure; and thirdly, by taking great care in drawing any conclusions 

from what the participants said in the surveys and interviews. I believe I was successful in these 

objectives, and that the data collected has veracity sufficient to draw conclusions about the utility of 

a videoconferencing-supported learning context for L2 acquisition in distance mode. 

The choice of precisely which videoconferencing tool to use is another complication facing this 

research at a time when information and Internet technology is advancing rapidly. At the time that 

this research was undertaken, as can be seen in Section 3.2, NetMeeting was definitely the strongest 

product available. Inevitably, however, developments occur, and it might be replaced by more 

advanced products when this research is completed. In fact, NetMeeting 3.01 is the last version and 
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Microsoft has now incorporated the video and audio functions into MSN, which was originally a 

text chat tool. 

3.6 Dealing with obsolescence 

The issue of obsolescence of technology was recognized when selecting the appropriate 

videoconferencing tool for this research. As mentioned above, one of the distinctive difficulties and 

challenges involved in research with technology is its rapid replacement, often mid-stream. This is 

especially true with computer technology. However, inevitably, I had to conduct my research with a 

particular videoconferencing tool. The issue of obsolescence was dealt with in the following three 

ways. First, when deciding on a particular videoconferencing tool for this research, two issues were 

examined closely: the state-of-the art quality and capability of the technology, and its general 

applicability. In this way, a longer shelf life can be preserved. In this case, NetMeeting was chosen 

not only because of its cutting edge technology but also because it represents the future of Internet-

based desktop videoconferencing. In fact, the basic technology of all Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing tools is quite similar. The differences lie primarily in the video and audio quality 

and built-in features such as the Whiteboard and Document Sharing. In other words, the quality of a 

particular videoconferencing tool can be improved constantly, e.g. better video or audio quality, but 

the basic functionality of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing tools will not change 

dramatically in the near future. Second, when discussing NetMeeting, I endeavour to discuss 

general principles to ensure their general applicability when NetMeeting becomes obsolete. 

Last but most importantly, there is a significant pedagogical concern at the heart of this research. 

This research only utilizes videoconferencing as a tool to achieve its pedagogical objectives, that is, 

to inform distance language professionals of the advancement in technology supporting oral-visual 

interaction, as well as the appropriate task design and performance supported by videoconferencing. 

In so doing, this research aims to fill a gap in videoconferencing task design and performance, and 

will serve as an icebreaker for distance language learning and research in terms of the use of 

Internet-based desktop videoconferencing. It also aims to provoke a change in thinking, that is, that 

language professional should utilize what is available to maximize the potential of distance 

language learning. 

3.7 Summary 

This chapter focuses on the methodological approaches relating to the investigation of the benefits 

and limitations of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing forL2 acquisition at a distance. It 
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first reported the findings from two preliminary studies – the survey on the learners’ difficulty in L2 

learning, and the initial evaluation of the four Internet-based desktop videoconferencing tools. The 

first preliminary case study confirmed that the lack of oral-visual interaction was still the most 

urgent problem facing learners in DLE, while the initial investigation of the four videoconferencing 

tools revealed the potential of NetMeeting in supporting the much-needed oral-visual interaction. 

Drawing on these findings, a two-stage formative evaluation of one particular videoconferencing 

tool, NetMeeting, was designed. This chapter then outlined the general methodological approaches 

to this evaluation. The interactive nature of the research problem determines the formative and 

qualitative nature of this investigation. Such qualitative nature, in turn, determined the adoption of a 

task-based approach in assessing the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-enabled interaction. 

The qualitative nature of the research also determines the data collection and analysis methods. Two 

sets of criteria were then developed for evaluating the technological capabilities of 

videoconferencing tools and the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-based interaction in task 

completion in the distance mode. These criteria bridge a gap in CMC research. Moreover, these two 

sets of criteria set the framework for the next three chapters, which present the data and analysis 

from the two-stage evaluation in the following two broad contexts: technology fit – the 

technological capabilities of NetMeeting in supporting oral-visual interaction in DLE – and task fit 

– the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-supported interaction in task completion. 
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Chapter Four 

Results: The technological capabilities of NetMeeting in 
supporting oral-visual interaction 

4.1 Introduction 

The preliminary studies reported at the beginning of Chapter 3, especially the investigation of the 

four most popular videoconferencing tools, directed this research to the technological and 

pedagogical potential of one videoconferencing tool, NetMeeting. In order to examine its potential, 

a two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting was designed, involving on-campus Chinese language 

learners in Stage One and distance Chinese language learners in Stage Two. Criteria for evaluating 

the technological and pedagogical capabilities of videoconferencing-supported interaction were 

also developed (see Section 3.4.1 and 3.4.2). This chapter focuses on the extensive empirical 

investigation of the technological capabilities of NetMeeting in supporting oral-visual interaction to 

distance language learners, while Chapter 5 will concentrate on reporting the findings in regard to 

the pedagogical values of NetMeeting in the provision of oral-visual interaction to distance 

language learning. A more in-depth discussion on the findings presented in this chapter and Chapter 

5 will be conducted in the discussion chapter, Chapter 6. 

The presentation and preliminary discussion contained in this chapter followed the criteria 

(developed in Section 3.4.1) for selecting videoconferencing tools. These criteria are briefly 

summarized here: 

♦ User friendliness 

♦ Video and audio quality 

♦ Reliability 

♦ Other features of pedagogical value 

♦ Cost (This issue will not be discussed here again as it has been dealt with in Section 3.2.2) 

Data in relation to the above five criteria answered the second subsidiary research question from 

a technological perspective: 

What are the benefits and limitations of videoconferencing-supported oral and visual 
interaction in the process of L2 acquisition? 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Stage One (evaluation by on-campus students from Griffith 

University) was conducted between November 2001 and February 2002. Stage Two (evaluation by 
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distance language students from the Open Learning Chinese Program at Griffith University) took 

place in March 2002 and concluded in December 2002. This chapter reports on the results from 

these two evaluations with an emphasis on Stage Two with the Open Learning students, as Stage 

One was planned and carried out as the preparatory phase for Stage Two. 

4.2 The evaluation of NetMeeting – Stage One 

4.2.1 Introduction 

The results from this stage were mainly obtained from four sources: ongoing interviews carried out 

at the end of each videoconferencing session with each participant, a written survey at the end of 

each session with each participant, a journal recording my observations of the trial, and a final 

comprehensive interview at the end of the trial. 

This stage of the evaluation of NetMeeting involved three on-campus students, who had just 

finished their first year Chinese in the face-to-face teaching mode. To model a distance-learning 

situation, the trial took place with me in my office at Griffith University and the participants at the 

Computer Lab in the School of Languages and Linguistics at Griffith University. It should be 

emphasized here that, although the teacher and the participants were situated at separate locations 

during NetMeeting sessions, this trial was performed in an Intranet environment, that is, the 

Intranet at Griffith University, not through the Internet. The objective of the trial was to test-run 

the NetMeeting sessions in order to debug the technology and the task design in a controlled 

environment before the final trial with the Open Learning students was launched in the Internet 

environment, which contains more variables. In other words, data collected from this trial was 

intended to inform the next phase of this research. 

For ease of analysis and confidentiality, the participants in Stage One of the evaluation are 

referred to Student 1, Student 2 and Student 3. A total of 15 sessions were successfully conducted 

through NetMeeting with five sessions to each participant. 

The length of each session ranged from one to one-and-a-half hours, excluding time for 

interviews. Data was presented in two formats – personal observations, as I personally conducted 

all the NetMeeting sessions, and participants’ perceptions from the feedback contained in the 

written surveys and interviews. The personal and participant feedback on the technological 

capabilities of NetMeeting are largely positive, although there were a few problems. The feedback 

is discussed below under the five criteria for evaluating videoconferencing tools. 



 113

4.2.2 User friendliness 

The examination of user friendliness entailed two dimensions: the ease of setting up the necessary 

components for NetMeeting-supported videoconferencing and the ease of use of NetMeeting. In a 

distance education context, where virtually no on-site technical support is available, students have 

to install NetMeeting by themselves. The lack of on-site support thus requires a clear and accessible 

instruction manual to be written for the success of the installation. In view of this necessity, I wrote 

an instruction manual (hereafter known as the Manual), which is contained in the Student Handbook 

(see Appendix C). The accuracy and clarity of the instructions in the Manual were then tested in this 

stage. 

Ease of installation 

Personal observations 

The first thing each participant did was to set up NetMeeting following the Manual. Before the start 

of the first NetMeeting session, I went through the whole process of installing on the participants’ 

computer the various components to support NetMeeting following the Manual, and tested the 

running of NetMeeting with a computer specialist. This was done for two reasons. First, I needed to 

ascertain that all of the system requirements were available, such as the connection to the Intranet 

and the necessary software on the computer. Secondly the clarity and accuracy of the Manual 

needed to be tested. 

During the installation by the first participant, two computer experts and I were physically 

present in case any unexpected technical problems emerged. However, as this trial simulated a 

distance-learning environment, no further instruction or assistance was provided during the 

installation unless a problem occurred. I was the only person on site when students 2 and 3 set up 

NetMeeting. I observed that only Student 3 needed to be guided as to where to plug in the 

headphones. Students 1 and 2 both completed the whole process following the Manual, without the 

necessity of assistance. 

On the whole the installation went very smoothly, even though none of the participants had used 

NetMeeting before. Table 4.1 shows the length of time each participant needed for completion of 

the whole installation process. 

Table 4.1 Length of installation of NetMeeting in Stage One 
Student 1 Student 2 Student 3 

20 minutes 15 minutes 50 minutes 
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It is apparent from Table 4.1 that Students 1 and 2 took much less time than Student 3. On 

observation, Student 2 only followed the Manual at the beginning. She then set up everything 

following the instructions without looking at the Manual. She glanced quickly at the messages 

popping up during the installation and then clicked the right buttons. In contrast, Student 3 had to 

refer to the Manual constantly and read every message that appeared during the installation 

carefully before proceeding to the next step. 

Participants’ perceptions 

A short evaluation form was administered at the end of the installation. Only two questions were 

contained in this survey: 

1. How easy or difficult was it to set up NetMeeting? 

2. Were the instructions for installing NetMeeting easy or difficult to follow? 

Both were multiple-choice questions with five choices – very easy, easy, OK, difficult and very 

difficult. Table 4.2 summarizes the results for the two questions. 

Table 4.2 Post-installation survey results in Stage One 
 Student 1 Student 2 Student 3 

Ease of installation Very easy Very easy OK 

Ease of instructions Easy Very easy Easy 

 

The interviews with the participants immediately following the installation also confirmed the 

results contained in Table 4.2 and revealed that Students 1 and 2 considered themselves quite good 

with computers; Student 3 mentioned that she only had basic computer skills. 

All participants believed that they could set up NetMeeting by themselves following the Manual. 

However, the following improvements were suggested (in their own words). 

♦ Instructions could be more detailed. (Student 1) 

♦ …. But for some people I think you might need to put down more steps. Every step if 

there’s more windows. Even if you just have to click ‘accept’ or ‘OK’, just to tell them 

that’s coming up, for some people may not think it’s normal and then they may not click 

but just cancel it without knowing. (Student 2) 

♦ It might take some time for the programs to load on different people’s computer because if 

they have a lot of information on the hard drive, it might take a while. If you let them know 

on the instruction sheet, they would be more patient. (Student 2) 
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♦ Probably you need some levels of understanding of computers before you 

start.…(Student 3) 

♦ Just probably the equipment…. You know plugging into the back, figure out which one to 

go to…. (Student 3) 

To summarize, both my observation and the students’ feedback indicate that the installation of 

the various components of NetMeeting by the students was not beyond their capability. Anyone 

with basic computer skills could install NetMeeting following well-written instructions, although it 

may take a longer time for students with inadequate computer skills. Furthermore, an accurate 

installation manual proved to be vital for the successful completion of the installation. This is 

especially true with students of lower computer literacy who do not have on-site technical support. 

These findings suggest that in the next stage of NetMeeting evaluation, more details and steps 

should be included in the Manual. Important screen layouts should be captured and inserted in the 

instructions to provide the participants with more visual information about the different components 

so that they would know what to expect. 

Ease of use 

Personal observations 

As NetMeeting offers a simple interface design (see Figure 3.1) with far fewer functions than a 

word processor, participants became familiar with the few functions almost immediately. Figure 3.1 

is reproduced here for ease of reference. 

Figure 3.1 The interface of NetMeeting 
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Little time was spent on teaching the participants how to use the program because all the icons 

were self-explanatory. The only problem observed was that some participants tended to forget to 

activate the video at the beginning of the NetMeeting sessions. However the problem was quickly 

solved by reminding them through the audio function. In fact, after the audio and video channels 

were established, few actions were needed unless one wanted to make use of other features such as 

the Whiteboard or File Transfer. A simple click on the icons of these features would activate them. 

After using these functions once, all participants knew how to use them. In fact Student 3 initiated 

the use of the Whiteboard in every session after the first session. 

Participants’ perceptions 

At the end of session five, the last session, a comprehensive interview was conducted with each 

participant. When asked if NetMeeting was easy to use, all participants confirmed its ease of use. 

For example, Student 2 said: “Yeah, I think it is very easy”. 

To summarize, the ease of use of NetMeeting was both observed by the researcher and 

commented on by the participants. The simple and distinctive layout and the fewer icons in the 

interface created a less intimidating atmosphere for language learning. NetMeeting proved to be a 

tool for any user with or without experience with videoconferencing tools. These findings further 

supported the results from the preliminary studies regarding NetMeeting’s user friendliness. 

4.2.3 The audio and video quality 

The audio quality 

Personal observations 

The sound quality in the Intranet environment was found to be more or less the quality of an 

international call. Although the sound was slightly muffled at times, it was sufficiently clear and 

continuous for interacting in the target language. Conversations generally flowed thanks to the 

consistency of the sound quality. As expected, a delay of 1 to 2 seconds was noticed in the 

transmission of sound from one end to the other, although it generally did not affect the flow of 

interaction. It was also noted that, at the start of some sessions, the sound could be expected to fade 

in and out for a period varying from a few seconds to a minute, but became steady soon afterwards. 

However, breakdowns occurred more because of unknown linguistic elements than problems with 

the sound. Focus on form was successfully achieved (see Section 5.2.2). The sound quality was also 

tested through correction of the participants’ pronunciation and they could distinguish the 

differences in the pronunciation. 
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Participants’ perceptions 

In regard to the sound quality of NetMeeting, two issues were discussed with the participants: what 

the sound quality for each session was like and whether it reached a satisfactory level for learning 

Chinese. Table 4.3 summarizes the participants’ responses in regard to the sound quality of each 

session as reflected in the post-session interviews. 

Table 4.3 Results from post-session interviews in Stage One – responses to the question regarding 
sound quality 

 Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 

Student 1 Could be better 

Occasional fading in 
and out 

Better today OK 

Occasional fading 
in and out  

OK, occasional 
fading in and out 

Student 2 It’s not too bad Very good Really good Good 

Student 3 Good Much better OK Very good 

Note: Only 4 post-session interviews for each participant were conducted because at the end of the fifth 
session, a comprehensive interview was performed in regard to the whole trial. 

A number of indications can be derived from Table 4.3. Firstly, Table 4.3 seems to reflect a 

pattern in the participants’ perceptions, that is, as the sessions progressed, the participants seemed to 

grow more accustomed to and more receptive of the sound quality. The following two factors might 

have affected this perception. As these on-campus participants had been accustomed to face-to-face 

lectures and tutorials, and none of them had had any previous experience with videoconferencing, 

they used the quality of face-to-face teaching as their point of reference when judging the quality of 

the sound of the first few sessions. Furthermore, participants grew accustomed to the sound quality 

after the first sessions. The following excerpt from the interview with Student 3 at the end of 

Session One supports this trend. 

It’s not too bad. At first it’s like “oh it’s not that good”. You don’t think it’s that good. 

But when it’s all you’re hearing, then it becomes fine. You get used to it. 

The second implication derived from Table 4.3 is that the sound quality was generally considered 

to be good throughout the 12 sessions despite its occasional fading in and out. 

Students’ responses to the question soliciting their opinions on whether the sound quality was 

good enough for learning Chinese also confirm the acceptability of the sound quality for language 

teaching. In fact, all participants believed that the sound quality was good enough for language 

learning. (extracts of the interviews are contained in Appendix E) 
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The video quality 

Personal observations 

It was observed that the quality of the video reached a satisfactory standard for language learning 

despite the fact that it was still not up to the quality of a television broadcast in terms of image 

stability and resolution. The resolution was acceptable for language learning with the normal video 

window size but was reduced when the video window was enlarged. (There are four window sizes 

to choose from – 100%, 200%, 300% and 400%.) At the same time a slight delay in the synchrony 

of sound and video was also experienced, with the video transmission lagging behind the sound by 

less than 1 second. However, such delay did not cause any disruption to interaction as discussed 

earlier because “the sound and image can still be perceived to be synchronous” with a delay of less 

80 msec. (Bruce, 1996, p. 173). Furthermore, there was no eye contact similar to that experienced in 

face-to-face interaction. When one party was looking at the video window depicting the other party 

on the screen, the perception was that the person on the other end was looking down and not 

directly at the other party. This was caused by the position of the camera on top of the computer. 

Subtle movements of the lips could not be seen clearly unless the student’s attention was brought to 

those movements by slowing them down to show the differences in pronunciation. Body 

movements were mostly confined to above the shoulders, unless one sat further back from the Web 

Cam. 

Despite the above imperfections, it can be concluded that the video quality had reached a 

satisfactory level for language teaching in an Intranet supported videoconference. This is because 

the video transmission, on the whole, was continuous with insignificant delays. Furthermore, facial 

expressions, such as a smile, a surprised or a puzzled look, or a nod, were all present synchronously. 

These visual cues are all important for negotiation of meaning in distance language learning. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Data from the interviews and surveys show that the video quality was generally considered to be 

satisfactory and good enough for language learning, despite the emergence of several problems. 

First, the above-mentioned lag between the sound and video was also noticed by the participants. 

Although this delay was not considered by Student 1 to have a disruptive impact on negotiation of 

meaning during task performance, it was believed to have rendered the conversation less natural, as 

Student 1 expressed in the interview at the end of Session One. 

Student 1: […]. Ah there is a little bit of delay between the facial expression and the speech. 

R: So that affected your understanding? 

Student 1: It doesn’t affect the understanding but it can affect the situation. 
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R: Situation? 

Student 1: Just the feeling of the situation. You were talking, by the time they hear, it’s maybe 

already too late. 

R: Did that make you misunderstand something? 

Student 1: I guess not. 

R: Do you think it’s good enough for teaching? 

Student 1: Yeah. 

Secondly, as observed, the video image was reported to be unstable. A blurry image could occur 

if the person moved too much in front of the Webcam. Student 1 also reported, at the end of Session 

Two, that the video image actually “blacked out” once or twice during the session. It was 

discovered later that this occasional disappearance of video was caused by activating the My Video 

function by the other party. It was a normal occurrence lasting about one second every time the My 

Video function was initiated. 

In spite of these problems, participants still reported that the video was clear enough to show 

paralinguistic cues. Student 3 commented at the end of Session Four as follows: 

[the video quality was] really good. Like I could tell when I said “bu yinhang”(not, bank), and 

you sort of went like “hm”.…and I could tell by the look on your face that I said something 

really wrong there. 

All participants believed that the quality of the video attained a satisfactory level for language 

learning. For example, Student 2 commented on the video quality at the end of Session One: 

Student 2: Very good. 

R: So you could see me clearly? 

Student 2: Yeah. 

R: […] And did you think it’s good enough for teaching? 

Student 2: Yeah. 

In summary, data from both my observations and the students’ feedback confirms the high 

quality of the video – continuous, instantaneous, and clear with good resolution. Furthermore, the 

video and sound were sufficiently synchronized with no significant delays that would interrupt the 

flow of interaction. All participants held that the quality of the video was good enough for learning 

Chinese. 
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4.2.4 Other features of pedagogical value 

Apart from audio and video, four other major features of NetMeeting were tested for their 

pedagogical values: the Whiteboard, Document Sharing, File Transfer and My Video. (For detailed 

discussion on the functions of these features, see Section 3.3.) 

The Whiteboard 

Personal observations 

The on-screen Whiteboard was used in this trial in a similar way to the use of the whiteboard in a 

face-to-face lecture. It was employed for two main purposes: to write unknown or unfamiliar 

Chinese characters for the participants and to draw maps demonstrating locations and directions. 

(see Figure 4.1) 

Figure 4.1 Whiteboard content of Session Three with Student 2 

 

Although the use of the Whiteboard was originally designed for only two sessions, it was used in 

every session. There were several occasions in which students initiated the use of it when they 

wanted to show something in writing. In fact, Student 3 activated the Whiteboard first at the 

beginning of each session following Session One. It was observed that usually students with lower 

language proficiency relied more heavily on the use of the Whiteboard for negotiation of meaning 

and for ensuring understanding. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Data from the post-session surveys confirms that the Whiteboard was considered very useful for 

language learning. Of the six responses received, five were ‘very useful’ and only one was ‘useful’. 

No one responded that the Whiteboard was not useful. (see Appendix M) 

In the Post-trial interviews, all participants rated the Whiteboard as the most useful feature 

compared to File Transfer and Document Sharing. Responses to the question about the feature that 
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they enjoyed most also point to the Whiteboard, as shown in the following extract from the post-

trial interview: 

Student 3: Sharing, the Whiteboard. I love it. 

R: Comparing Sharing and the Whiteboard, which one did you enjoy most? 

Student 3: Whiteboard. 

On the whole, the above-discussed data demonstrates the participants’ strong preference for the 

Whiteboard over Document Sharing and File Transfer in terms of its pedagogical usefulness. This 

positive perception of the Whiteboard further confirms the crucial nature of the visual in terms of 

audio-visual kinetics. 

Document Sharing 

Personal observations 

The Document Sharing function was tested on two occasions so that each participant could view the 

documents on my computer. It was first used to share and view a photo (240kB) found on the 

Internet. The second occasion was to look at a menu (a 32 kB Word document) prepared by the 

teacher beforehand in a Word document. It was found that both the photo and the Menu could be 

shared with the other party almost instantly and with the same quality as in the original documents. 

The participants were pleasantly surprised to see the photo and the menu suddenly appearing on 

their screen. As a result, lively discussions in the target language occurred around these shared 

documents. 

Participants’ perceptions 

The post-session surveys show that of the six responses received, four chose “very useful” and two 

“useful” (see Appendix M for results). The post-trial interviews yielded the same results – the 

function of Document Sharing was very useful, second only to the Whiteboard. Student 1 

commented that: “Sharing is useful too” because “it’s as close as you can get to face-to-face 

contact.” 

File Transfer 

Personal observations 

This function enables the teacher or the learner to transfer prepared files of multi pages or segments 

to the other party so that the receiving party can view it immediately or save it for later use. This 

function was also under evaluation on two occasions to facilitate interactions between the two 

parties during task completion. A video clip of 2.41MB was sent to the students via File Transfer, 

simulating an answering machine with a recorded message for the participant to listen to. The 
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participants were also requested to send me a Word document through this function. Both files were 

transferred instantly with the original quality retained. The participants were instructed through 

NetMeeting on how to transfer their files to the teacher and the transfer went smoothly. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Results from the post-session surveys show that File Transfer was perceived to be useful for 

language learning with responses ranging from ‘very useful’ to ‘OK’. For details of the survey 

results, see Appendix M. 

My Video 

No special use of My Video was planned in these sessions apart from using it to monitor my 

teaching. Without the interference from the network, the video was of high resolution with superb 

clarity and consistency. I found it very useful in adjusting my expressions for negotiation of 

meaning. For example, when I did not understand the participants’ input, I could quickly monitor 

my expression and adjust it to one of a puzzled look. 

4.2.5 Reliability of NetMeeting 

No videoconferencing session failed because of a crash of NetMeeting itself. Neither did its 

functions such as the audio and video, the Whiteboard, File Transfer and Document Sharing fail to 

perform during this stage of the trial. In fact, every session was successfully completed, although 

three had to be rescheduled due to problems irrelevant to the reliability of NetMeeting (see Section 

4.2.6). The reliability of NetMeeting has profound implications for language learning in that it 

ensures the success of videoconferencing sessions. NetMeeting proved to be a mature and reliable 

tool for language learning. 

4.2.6 Technical problems unrelated to NetMeeting 

Among the completed 15 sessions of videoconferencing, three sessions had to be rescheduled due to 

technical problems. The first instance occurred when the sound volume was accidentally muted on 

my computer resulting in no sound coming through my computer. The session was rescheduled 

because I could not pinpoint the muted sound volume as the source of the problem at the scheduled 

time for the NetMeeting session. The second session was aborted because the Intranet was down for 

maintenance, unbeknown to me at the time of the session. The third failure was caused by access 

denied to MSN. It was later discovered that to sign into MSN, I needed to first sign into NetCheck, 

an Internet accounting and management system newly installed by Griffith University at the time of 

the trial. I was not aware of its function at that time. 
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The examination of the causes for the three failed sessions indicates that these problems were 

minor and not insurmountable. However they did affect teaching plans and may have had an 

adverse effect on the learner’s perceptions of videoconferencing tools and their learning experience. 

Thus, when using a technology, one should be prepared for the appearance of unexpected technical 

problems. Sometimes a minor problem, technical or non-technical, can abort a videoconferencing 

session if one cannot pinpoint the problem at the time of the session. This is especially true for users 

with basic computer skills at a time when Internet technology is developing rapidly. 

4.2.7 Summary and implications for Stage Two evaluation of technological aspects of 
NetMeeting 

Data from the Stage One evaluation of NetMeeting strongly confirms the technological capabilities 

of desktop videoconferencing tools in supporting oral-visual interaction in language learning. The 

trial on the whole was a success. Despite the relatively small number of participants, this evaluation 

thoroughly examined the capabilities of videoconferencing and participants’ perceptions of this new 

medium. In the Intranet environment, NetMeeting proved to have reached a satisfactory level of 

quality and sophistication for supporting one-to-one interaction in real-time synchronous language 

learning. The most important finding is that both the video and audio were synchronized to a real-

time standard with sufficient clarity and minimum delays. In contrast to most commercially 

available desktop videoconferencing tools, which are often chat tools, other features of NetMeeting 

also proved to be pedagogically valuable and mature enough for language learning, e.g. the 

Whiteboard, File Transfer and Document Sharing. The Whiteboard was especially favoured by all 

participants, and its indispensability to language learning was strongly emphasized in the interviews 

and surveys. Furthermore, NetMeeting’s user friendliness offered a relaxing environment for 

language learning. NetMeeting performed reliably with a crash rate of zero. Without a high level of 

reliability, videoconferencing would be impossible. 

These results have profound implications for distance language learning, as this research is 

essentially concerned with the provision of oral-visual interaction, an indispensable and key 

component in communicative distance language learning. For the first time in DLE history, the high 

performance standard of NetMeeting promises a viable and economical solution to the urgent 

problem facing DLE – the lack of oral-visual interaction. This means we may now be able to 

provide distance language learners at home with much needed oral-visual interaction that would 

have been otherwise unavailable to them. The distance between the learner and education provider 

may be minimized through desktop videoconferencing tools, which have now proved to be mature, 

sophisticated and affordable. At the very least, the results from this phase of the evaluation qualify 



 124

the possibility and necessity of the next stage – the evaluation in the Internet environment with 

distance language learners. 

4.3 The evaluation of NetMeeting – Stage Two 

This section reports firstly the results from a pre-trial survey, which was considered as a necessary 

precondition to the launch of the Stage Two evaluation of NetMeeting. It then presents the results 

from this stage with preliminary discussions. 

A total of 29 tutorial sessions of NetMeeting were attempted in this stage, with 19 successful 

sessions and 10 unsuccessful ones. Data consists of my personal observations of these sessions, 

results from the post-session interviews and post-trial written survey results. Findings are presented 

following the same criteria employed in Stage One of the evaluation, and are summarized as 

follows: 

♦ user friendliness 

♦ audio and video quality 

♦ other features of pedagogical value 

♦ reliability 

Results are discussed in comparison with the findings from Stage One wherever it is applicable 

so that a more detailed analysis can be achieved on the technical capabilities of NetMeeting. To 

distinguish from those in Stage One, the participants in this trial are referred to Participants A, B, C, 

D, and E. It should be noted that Participant C only completed the first three sessions and withdrew 

from the trial due to personal problems. She did not complete the post-trial survey either. 

Prior to the start of the trial, the following additional resources were provided by the researcher 

to the participants, to minimize their costs: 

1. a WebCam (a web camera) and the set up CD ROM, 

2. a headphone, 

3. a copy of the Student Handbook containing information for the trial and the Manual for 

setting up NetMeeting (see Appendix G), 

4. a gift pack to show my appreciation for the students’ participation. 
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4.3.1 Pre-trial survey 

The pre-trial survey was conducted through e-mail in March 2002. A total of 11 e-mails with survey 

questionnaires attached were sent out to all students enrolled in CHN21 in the Open Learning 

Chinese program offered at Griffith University (see the questionnaire in Appendix H). There were 

two objectives of the survey. One was to invite students’ participation in the trial and the other was 

to determine whether the students possessed the necessary computer resources to enable their 

participation. The issue of access to computer and Internet resources had been discussed in the 

CALL literature and regarded as an area of concern. (see Williams and Sharma, 1988) 

For those who had expressed interest in participating in the trial, the survey also asked them to 

explain why they wanted to take part in the trial. The major reason for participating in the trial was 

to improve their spoken Chinese, as shown in the following replies. 

♦ I find it very difficult having nobody to speak Chinese with. 

♦ I would like to improve my spoken Chinese. I am a little apprehensive about it all, as I 

have never used Webcam before, and also seem to have a mental blank when I try to speak 

Chinese! But I suppose if I can get over that initial fear, then I will improve heaps. 

♦ Hopefully to gain an additional medium to help me with my Chinese studies and the 

opportunity to contribute to the development of new ways of instruction that would benefit 

all students that study Chinese through Open Learning. 

♦ […] I would welcome the opportunity to have some ongoing conversation practice, 

because I find learning at home a little like learning in a vacuum – I long to have someone 

to talk to in Chinese, to develop some confidence, spontaneity and skill. I find now that I 

tend to “freeze” when someone uses Chinese to address me. Another reason is to develop a 

more personal relationship with you, because of your role in my learning. Finally I am so 

enthusiastic about my studies that I try to take up any opportunity offered. 

As shown in the above replies, confidence building through these NetMeeting sessions was 

another major incentive for participating in the trial. 

Survey results also show that the five participants all had computers, varying from IBM, Pentium 

1, Pentium 2, and Pentium 3. They all used up-to-date operating systems with three Windows 98 

and two Windows 2000. All five used Internet Explorer, with three having version 5.0, one version 

4.0, and one version 6.0, which are all adequate to support NetMeeting. This simple survey 

informed the research that all the participants possessed the basic resources needed for this trial. 
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Therefore my concern that the learners might have problems in accessing computer resources and 

the Internet was not borne out. 

4.3.2 User friendliness 

The main concerns in this criterion are the ease of installing NetMeeting and the effectiveness of its 

interface design. Data presented here were obtained from two surveys – a post installation survey 

and a post-trial survey. 

Ease of Installation 

Personal observations 

In this trial with the distance participants, I was unable to observe personally the installation process 

by each participant due to the distance between us. However, the participants were instructed to set 

up NetMeeting following the Manual contained in the Student Handbook (see Appendix G) as soon 

as they received the above-mentioned package. A Wednesday was set aside for enquiries concerning 

the installation, and an 1800 toll-free number was provided for such enquiries. However, all five 

participants set up NetMeeting without requesting any assistance from me, although I later learned 

that some of them obtained various degrees of help in installation from their family members or 

technicians at work. 

Participants’ perceptions 

A brief post-installation survey was e-mailed to each participant to determine the level of difficulty 

of the installation (see Appendix I). Question I-Q1 asks the participants to choose from five choices 

– very easy, easy, OK, difficult and very difficult – in regard to the level of difficulty of installation. 

In comparison with the responses from the on-campus students, in this phase, participants’ 

responses on installation are more diverse ranging from very easy to difficult, as shown in 

Appendix I. 

Answers to question I-Q2 regarding the clarity of the Manual were more positive, ranging from 

very easy to OK. A consensus was reached that the Manual was written with sufficient clarity and 

accessibility. This finding corresponds with the responses from the on-campus participants. 

Question I-Q3 is an open-ended question requesting the participants to write down the length of 

time that they took to install NetMeeting. (see Table 4.4) 

Table 4.4 indicates that the Open Learning participants seemed to have taken a longer time to 

complete the installation, averaging around one hour, in contrast to most on-campus students who 

took less than half an hour. A number of factors contributed to the lengthy time spent by the Open 
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Learning students. First, they had to download NetMeeting from the Internet if they used a 

Windows program lower than Windows 2000, while on-campus students all used Windows 2000, in 

which NetMeeting was incorporated. Second, the on-campus students used the Intranet, which 

offers much faster downloading speed when they downloaded other programs, such as MSN 

Messenger, while most Open Learning participants had to download through a modem, which 

usually slows down the downloading speed. 

Table 4.4 Survey on installation in Stage Two – length of time for setting up NetMeeting 
Participant A Participant B Participant C Participant D Participant E 

1 hour 1.5 hours 1 hour 20 minutes A few weeks * 

Note: * Participant E had a faulty Webcam that had to be replaced. 

Again, similar to the response from the On-campus students, there is a correlation between the 

time the participants took to set up NetMeeting and their perception of how easy the installation was. 

To be more specific, the longer it took, the more difficult the installation seemed to the participants. 

I-Q4 invited students to comment on the whole installation process, and answers to this question 

can be summarized as follows (see Appendix I for original replies): 

♦ The installation itself was a straightforward process. 

♦ The Manual was a useful reference. 

♦ Some basic information, such as where to plug in the microphone and speakers and how to 

adjust the Webcam, should be included in the Manual. 

Ease of use 

Personal observations 

The participants seemed to be very confident in operating NetMeeting during our sessions, thanks 

to the simple interface design. When we were connected, the sound and video was automatically on. 

However, it was often in the initial connection that we experienced difficulties. Although most of 

the time the connection was straightforward, sometimes we could not hear or see each other or, if 

we invited each other at the same time, the system would become too confused to launch 

NetMeeting. However, once the initial connection was set up, the conference usually went smoothly. 

Participants’ perceptions 

In the post-trial survey, question PTS-2.12 asked the participants to rate the ease of use of 

NetMeeting on a 10 point scale. (see Figure 4.2) 
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Figure 4.2 Results from Stage Two evaluation – the ease of use of NetMeeting (PTS-2.12) 
Very easy       Very difficult 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
x (A)  x (B) x (E) x (D)      

Note: 1. x represents the choice of the participants. 
2. Participant C did not complete the survey. 

Figure 4.2 shows that participants’ responses concentrated on the “very easy” end of the scale. 

Participant D’s choice was a function of the difficulties that he experienced during the evaluation, 

such as a faulty headphone and a firewall in his Internet Service Provider. (see Section 4.3.6) 

PTS-2.12 further invited the participants to comment on their choices on the scale, and 

the following explanations were offered: 

♦ Netmeeting [NetMeeting] was very easy to use, as the program is user friendly, and simple 

to follow. (Participant A) 

♦ […] the actual Netmeeting [NetMeeting] program is very user friendly, and easy to operate. 

My low rating is due to the initial connection difficulties. (Participant E) 

♦ The visual layout of the program window and the conveniently arranged buttons for the 

ancillary features (whiteboard, file share etc) were not too numerous and complex…. 

(Participant B) 

The issue of user friendliness was also discussed with the participants in the post-session 

interviews. All responses concurred that NetMeeting was very user friendly. For example, at the end 

of Session Five, Participant B commented: 

Oh I found it easy enough. You know, it’s not too overloaded. There’s not a lot of functions in 

the tool bar. It’s easy enough to handle. 

In conclusion, although the participants only had a basic level of computer literacy, none was 

unable to set up NetMeeting. As expected, some students found it easy and others found it less easy, 

all depending on the individual student’s computer skills and knowledge. 

4.3.3 The audio and video quality 

The audio quality 

As mentioned in Section 3.3.4, Stage Two of the evaluation was conducted in three network 

environments: modem-Internet-modem, LAN-Internet-Modem and LAN-Internet-LAN. Data from 

this phase of the evaluation is presented separately on each environment so that a precise account of 

what happened in each environment can be depicted. 
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The audio quality in the modem-Internet-modem environment 

Personal Observations 

As reported in Section 3.3.4, at the beginning of Stage Two, it was discovered that there was a 

firewall blocking the access of NetMeeting from an outside party. To bypass this firewall, a modem 

was used instead of a LAN. This meant that a longer delay could be expected. Findings from 

sessions in this network environment confirm the existence of a longer delay and the detrimental 

influence of the Internet traffic. 

A total of nine out of the 29 sessions were conducted in the modem-Internet-modem 

environment. On average, the sound quality of the successful sessions was generally clear and 

continuous enough for accomplishing the planned tasks, if the timing of the sessions was right. 

However, it was still not as consistent as that in an Intranet environment, and a delay in 

transmission was more noticeable than in an Intranet situation, but not prominent enough to hinder 

the general flow of the interaction. A major issue in the sound quality was its instability. In some 

sessions, the sound quality was quite similar to that in an Intranet environment, but in others the 

sound was unreliable – sometimes clear and continuous and sometimes jammed and lost. Similar to 

the sound quality in Stage One, it was also observed that during the first 10 to 20 seconds, the sound 

was usually unstable and of poor quality, but it subsequently improved. 

One of the most notable discoveries in this stage of the evaluation was the timing of the 

NetMeeting sessions. It became clear that, with the present generation of Internet bandwidth, 

choosing a less congested Internet time was crucial to the success of NetMeeting sessions. In the 

Intranet environment, timing was never an issue. No noticeable difference in video or audio quality 

had been detected between different times of the day. However, timing became an essential issue 

when using the Internet. At a time when the Internet was less congested, the video and audio quality 

could almost reach the Intranet quality. It was discovered that early in the morning (before 8:00 

o’clock) and weekends were the best times for NetMeeting sessions. Other times could make 

videoconferencing impossible. For example, Session Two with participant B took place between 

8:30 and 9:30 o’clock on a Wednesday evening. This was probably a time when there was heavy 

usage of the Internet. Both the sound and video quality were so bad that we could hardly 

communicate. Often half of a sentence was lost and the sound seemed to become stuck a few times 

resulting in a loss of words or unintelligible sounds with echoing. However, when the sound did 

come through, it was quite clear although sometimes it became intermittently very loud and faint. 

The video image was much delayed and froze from time to time. 
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Participants’ perceptions 

Participants’ perceptions corresponded largely to my observations – the sound was good enough for 

interacting in the target language but unstable at times. Table 4.5 summarizes the feedback on the 

sound quality of the nine sessions in the modem-Internet-modem environment. 

Table 4.5 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participants’ responses 
regarding the sound quality in the modem-Internet-modem environment 

Participant Session 1 

 

Session 2 

 

Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

 Wed. 5:00–
6:00pm 

Wed. 5:00–
6:00pm 

   

A Sometimes it 
was really 
good, 
sometimes it 
broke into 
little segments.  

A lot better first 
but became a bit 
fuzzy towards the 
end. On the 
whole, a little bit 
better. 

   

 Sat. 6:50pm– 
7:20pm 

Wed. 8:25pm–
9:20pm 

Sat. 10:30pm–
midnight 

Wed. 7:30pm– 
8:30pm 

Sat. 9:30pm–
11:00pm 

B Good. Very bad, 
disconcerting, 
distracting. 

Good, 
definitely 
better than the 
previous 
session. 

Quite good, 
better than last 
session at the 
start, but broken 
up a bit at the 
end. 

Very good, 
the best out 
of the five 
sessions. 

 Sun. 10:00am–
11:30am 

Sat. 10:00am– 
1:00am 

   

C Very good and 
continuous 
with only a 
few occasions 
when the 
sound got 
stuck. 

When it’s 
running alright, 
very clear, but 
getting worse 
towards later in 
the morning. 

   

Note: Participants’ feedback was only solicited on the successful sessions in the modem-Internet-modem 
environment. Participants D and E did not use this Internet environment. 

These responses in Table 4.5 suggest that the sound quality was generally acceptable – 

continuous and clear if the sessions were conducted early in the morning before 8:00 o’clock or 

weekends. The following transcript of the post-session interview at the end of Session Five provides 

a more detailed account of the participants’ perceptions of the sound quality. This session was 

conducted between 9:30am–11:00am on a Saturday. 

Participant B: It was quite good until the end, it started to sort of break up a little bit. 

R: […] So at first it was OK, was it? 
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Participant B: Yeah, it was quite good actually. 

R: Quite good. So compared with the last session, was it getting better or worse? Or 

the same? 

Participant B: I remember our last session was not too bad either. I think the quality, if anything, 

was a bit better early on. 

To summarize, while timing was never an issue in Stage One in the Intranet environment, with 

no noticeable difference in video or audio quality between different times of the day, timing became 

a crucial factor in the Internet environment. Internet conditions such as bandwidth and latency 

became critical. Nevertheless, the sound quality in this environment reached a satisfactory standard 

for language learning, corresponding with the results from Stage One of the evaluation. 

The audio quality in the LAN-Internet-Modem environment 

Personal observations 

In this network environment, LAN was used instead of a dial-up modem at my end, but on the 

participants’ side, a modem was still used for the connection to the Internet. Of the 29 completed 

sessions, 13 were carried out in the LAN-Internet-modem environment with five successful sessions. 

Eight sessions failed, not because of this environment or NetMeeting itself, but because of such 

problems as the firewall. (A detailed discussion of these problems is contained in Section 4.3.6.) In 

this network environment, a faster transmission was experienced on my side resulting in clearer 

sound and more continuous video images. 

Participants’ perceptions 

On the participants’ side, the judgment of the improvement in sound quality was mixed. Their 

feedback is provided in Table 4.6. 

Participant A did not seem to have noticed an obvious improvement on her side when asked 

about the sound quality of Session Three, Four and Five in the post-session interviews (see 

Appendix F). Unlike Participant A, Participant C noticed better sound quality even at 3:00 o’clock 

on a Friday afternoon, a comparatively busy Internet time, compared with her two previous sessions 

on weekends. 

Participant C: It was good today. We had a little bit um [echo at time, but that wasn’t too bad. 

[…] 

R: Do you think it’s better than before? 

Participant C: Oh yeah, yeah. 
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The difference between the sound quality experienced by Participants A and C may be caused by 

the different quality of the sound cards on their computers. 

Table 4.6 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participants’ responses 
regarding the sound quality in the LAN-Internet-modem environment 

Participant Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

A   Really bad for about 
20 seconds in the 
beginning, but for the 
majority of the lesson, 
it was very good. 

Very good, but a 
little bit worse 
than normal.  

Good, same as the 
last session.  

C   Really good and clear.   

D     Quite good 

It crackled a bit. A 
little bit delay. 

* Note: Participants’ feedback was only solicited on the successful sessions in the LAN-Internet-modem 
environment. 

The audio quality in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment 

Personal observations 

In such an environment, with the exception of the Internet section in the middle, data travelled 

through a much wider cable (LAN) at both the teacher’s and the participants’ ends without using a 

modem. The seven sessions with Participant E were conducted in this environment because 

Participant E was able to use both her school Intranet and a computer laboratory at Deakin 

University. All seven sessions with her were carried out at a distance of more than 2,000 kilometres 

and on weekdays between 2:00pm to 6:00pm, a peak period for Internet traffic. Of the seven 

sessions, two failed because of the existence of a firewall in either her school’s Intranet or in 

Netspace, their ISP (Internet Service Provider). During the two failed sessions, I could see and hear 

her with absolute clarity during all the sessions in this stage of the trial. Unfortunately, she could not 

hear and see me at all. Every time I invited her to start NetMeeting, a message would appear on my 

computer screen saying that the person was unable to accept NetMeeting calls. This occurrence 

seemed to suggest a firewall blocking my access to her. 

The five successful sessions were all completed at Deakin University. It was observed that the 

audio was consistently clear and continuous with delays up to one second. Occasional background 

noise did occur but, on the whole, the sound was as constantly stable and clear as in an Intranet 

environment on my side. In fact, I had the best audio quality among the 19 successful sessions with 

the distance participants. 
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Participants’ perceptions 

In contrast to my observation, the sound quality on the Participant’s side was not reported to be as 

good as it should be. Table 4.7 summarizes Participant E’s comments on the audio quality of 

NetMeeting in the interviews immediately following each session. 

Table 4.7 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participant’s responses 
regarding the sound quality in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment 

Participant Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

E Good, but with 
crackly 
interference. 

Not so good, 

Fading in and 
out. 

Much better 
than the 
previous two 
sessions. 

Sometimes it was 
good, sometimes 
it was worse. 
Second best.  

Same as 
Session 4 

Note: Participants’ feedback was only solicited about the successful sessions. 

The computing power of her laptop may have been a determining factor in her critical 

assessment of the audio quality, because many functions of laptops are compressed, limiting the 

power to support quality audio or video transmission. This also explains the crackling sound she 

heard at times. 

The following excerpt from the post-session interview at the completion of Session Four further 

explains her perception of the sound quality. 

Participant E: OK. Well it wasn’t wonderful quality. 

R: So you heard some crackling sound? 

Participant E: I did. 

R: Apart from that, what else did you… 

Participant E: Apart from that, it wasn’t bad. It was, the major thing that happens is when you are 

saying a sentence, I get crackles that have the effect of stopping me from hearing a 

few of the words in the sentence. 

[…] 

Participant E: […]. But sometimes it’s good, sometimes it’s worse. It varies a lot in the course. 

To summarize the findings in relation to the three network environments, the best video and 

audio quality was achieved in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment and the most uncontrollable 

environment was the modem-Internet-modem one. On the whole, in the Internet environment the 

audio quality was not as good as that in an Intranet environment, with more problems experienced 

in the Modem-Internet-modem environment. The main difference in sound quality lies in its 

instability – at times, it could be as clear and continuous as that using a LAN, but sometimes it 
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could be broken and lost. However, 19 NetMeeting sessions with the distance students were 

successfully completed and the participants were all very positive about this learning experience. 

The video quality 

Again findings in relation to the video quality of NetMeeting are categorized into three network 

conditions: modem-Internet-modem, LAN-Internet-modem, and LAN-Internet-LAN. Two issues 

are covered in the findings and discussions: what the quality of video was like in the three 

environments and whether it was adequate for supporting oral-visual interaction in distance 

language learning. 

The video quality in the modem-Internet-modem environment 

Personal observations 

The video on my side, though not as clear as in the Intranet environment and often more delayed, 

was usually continuous and presented paralinguistic cues accurately and spontaneously. Signs of 

comprehension, frustration, nervousness and enjoyment were all evident in real time. Through the 

video, I demonstrated how to pronounce a word or how to position the tongue when producing a 

sound. Delays in transmission were not quite as obvious during continuous speech but became 

noticeable during turn takings, sometimes causing start up collisions or false starts. 

A major problem with the video was the freezing of the image caused either by congested 

Internet traffic or the limited capacity of participants’ computers. The length that the image was 

frozen could vary from one to ten seconds with the exception of Session Two, in which the image of 

Participant B was frozen for the entire session. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Again, the video quality varied from participant to participant and from session to session, although 

the participants’ perceptions of the video were always positive as far as its pedagogical values were 

concerned. Feedback is summarized in Table 4.8. 

Participant B seemed to have good video images throughout the sessions except for Session 2. 

When asked to compare the video quality in Session Four and Session Three (which he said was 

quite good), he offered: 

Participant B: It [Session 4] was better actually initially, and again towards the end, I guess the 

Net gets busier, it started to sort of you know break up the image. But in, in the 

beginning, it was very good, very good quality I feel. 

R: So when I showed you how to write the character with my finger, could you see it 

clearly? 
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Participant B: Yes. 

R: Good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant B: Yes, definitely. 

Again, although the video quality was not ideal in this environment, all participants perceived it 

to be adequate for language learning. 

Table 4.8 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participants’ responses 
regarding the Video quality in the modem-Internet-modem environment 

Participant Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

A OK. 
Sometimes 
there was a 
delay. 

Good. 

Better than last 
session with fewer 
delays and less 
freezing. 

   

B Quite good. Better than last 
session. 

Quite good. Very good at the 
beginning but the 
image broke up a 
bit towards the 
end of the session. 

Very good. 

C Good. Most of the time, 
it’s very good. 

   

Note: Participants’ feedback was only solicited on the successful sessions in the modem-Internet- modem 
environment. 

The video quality in the LAN-Internet-modem environment 

Personal observations 

Similar to the sound quality, the video quality was noticeably better on my side with clearer and 

more continuous images and less delays. Again, similar to participants’ comments on the sound 

quality, quite dissimilar opinions on the improvement of the video quality were offered by the 

participants. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Participant A did not notice any obvious improvement in comparison with the previous sessions. 

However, Participant C observed a difference in the video quality between the modem-Internet-

modem and LAN-Internet-modem environments. Table 4.9 summarizes participants’ comments. 

At the conclusion of Session Three, Participant C commented on the improved quality of the 

video as follows: 

Participant C: It was go:od. And I got the picture through well, and I could see you and the 

Whiteboard was, was clear. So there was no problem. 
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[…] 

R: Compared with the previous sessions? 

Participant C: Oh I think compared with the last one, it was much better. The picture last time, 

your, your video was very a stop starting. This time, it was fairly continuous. I got 

the picture all the time. 

Despite the difference they saw in the improvement of the video quality, both Participant A and 

C believed that the video quality reached a satisfactory level of performance for supporting 

language learning at a distance. For example, at the interview following the completion of Session 

Five, Participant A commented that the video quality was good enough for learning Chinese and 

that “it’s good to see facial expressions” and “have that facial contact”. Participant C also confirmed 

the capability of the video in supporting distance language learning by saying that she could see the 

movements of my lips and so on when she needed to. (see Appendix F for detailed transcripts of the 

interview at the end of Session Three) 

Table 4.9 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participants’ responses 
regarding the video quality in the LAN-Internet-modem environment 

Participant Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

A   Fine. It was 
probably better than 
previous sessions. 
Quite continuous. 

Good. A few little 
delays. A little bit 
worse than 
previous sessions. 

Good. Just a delay 
in the first 20 
seconds. 

C   Very good. Much 
better than the last 
session. 

  

D     Very good. 
Sometimes it froze 
for half a second. 

Note: Participants’ feedback was only solicited on the successful sessions in the LAN-Internet-modem 
environment. 

 

The video quality in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment 

Personal observations 

On my side, I enjoyed the highest and most consistent quality of the video transmission among the 

sessions with the distance group, similar to that in the Intranet environment. The video was 

synchronized with superb clarity, good resolution and continuity throughout all the sessions in this 

network environment. Such consistently high quality videos were not found in the other two 

network environments. 
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Participant’s perceptions 

However, the video quality on the participant’s side was reported to be not as satisfactory. 

Table 4.10 lists Participant E’s comments. 

Table 4.10 Results from the post-session interviews in Stage Two – all participant’s responses 
regarding the video quality in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment 

Participant Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

E Very good, 
but could not 
see facial 
expressions 
clearly. 

Not clear at 
all. Blurred 
and pixilated 
but 
continuous.  

A bit better than 
last session but 
still blurred and 
pixilated. 
Occasionally clear. 

Similar to the 
previous 
session, still 
blurred and 
pixilated. 

Sometimes clear 
but blurred 55% 
of the time. 

 

Participant E further commented at the completion of Session Three: 

It [the video quality], it still wasn’t good. It’s still what I call pixilated. Sometimes it’s clear and 

I can see quite well. I could see that you had your hair tied back today, and you had black and 

white on. But a lot of times it was still not that clear. Not as clear as I see myself in that corner 

box [the My Video window]. 

This poor video quality on the participant’s side was probably caused by the low computing 

power of her laptop. Thus a powerful desktop computer can be a crucial factor in generating a 

quality video transmission. 

In summary, despite the fact that the video quality in the three network environments varied one 

from the other, the Open Learning students were genuinely delighted to see me, especially on the 

first occasion and they watched the video much more continuously than did the on-campus students. 

The importance of the video will be further discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. 

4.3.4 Other features of pedagogical value 

Other features of NetMeeting (the Whiteboard, Document Sharing, File Transfer and My Video) 

proved to be of particular pedagogical value. In the post-trial survey, the participants were asked 

(Question PTS-2.1) to rank the features of NetMeeting according to their usefulness to language 

learning. Table 4.11 demonstrates the participants’ preferences. 

Table 4.11 shows that all four participants ranked audio No. 1 in terms of its importance to 

supporting interaction in communicative language learning, for obvious reasons. Without auditory 

input, no interaction can be generated. For distance language learners, although the video quality 

was not great, three out of four responses indicate video as the second most important feature. This 

is another indication of the importance of visual interaction to distance language learners. Closely 
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following the video was the Whiteboard. In fact, Student E ranked the Whiteboard as equally 

important as the audio function. 

Table 4.11 Results from the post-trial survey in Stage Two – the rankings of features of NetMeeting 
(PTS-2.1) 

 No. 1 No. 2 No. 3 No. 4 No. 5 No. 6 

Audio 4      

Video  3 1    

File Transfer  1  1 2  

Document Sharing     2   

Whiteboard 1  3    

My Video     2 2 

N = 4 
Note: Participant E put No. 1 for both audio and the Whiteboard. Sharing was not rated by Participant D 
and E. 
No. 1 represents most important and No. 6 the least important. The numbers 1–4 represent the number of 
entries to each ranking. 

The Whiteboard 

Personal observations 

The Whiteboard was mostly used for character writing, linguistic explanations and showing 

directions during task completions. (see Figure 4.3 for an actual example of the use of the 

Whiteboard) 

Figure 4.3 The Whiteboard contents of Session Three with Participant A 

 



 139

It was observed that the Whiteboard was used in every session, although only two occasions 

were originally intended. In many instances, it was the participants who initiated the use of the 

Whiteboard. It was generally reliable with only two crashes. On one occasion, NetMeeting crashed 

immediately the Whiteboard was clicked on. Another happened when the two parties were moving 

the Whiteboard at the same time, and in one session, the Whiteboard could not be activated at all. 

These problems had never happened in Stage One. The crashes and failure to start may be caused 

by the low capacity of the students’ computers. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Again, as with the on-campus students, the Whiteboard was greatly favoured by the distance 

participants. Question PTS-2.10 in the Post-Trial Survey further solicited participants’ opinions 

about the features of NetMeeting. The Whiteboard attracted the most attention. Participant E wrote: 

“I loved learning new characters via the Whiteboard”. And Participant A was also very positive 

about the Whiteboard: 

Yeah the whiteboard helped heaps. When I could not understand a word my tutor could write it 

on the board. (Well at first the character, which I was none the wiser with!), but writing the 

pinyin was good, as sometimes I thought I was hearing a totally different sound. The more this 

happened though, the more I got used to the way my tutor pronounced the words (the correct 

way as opposed to my incorrect way!). 

Participant B summed up neatly: 

We used all those features at times and they were largely useful for specific purposes e.g. video 

in conjunction with audio gives the opportunity to see body language and facial expressions 

which contribute to the communication process. 

 

The whiteboard proved useful for instant demonstration of written language w.o. [without] 

Having to go to cumbersome keyboard input methods [the use of the mouse to write characters]. 

More discussion on the pedagogical values of the Whiteboard is contained in Section 5.2.2. 

Document Sharing 

Personal observations 

The use of the Document Sharing function was originally designed for use in the tasks on two 

occasions: to share a menu and to show a digital personal photo. With some participants, the sharing 

of the menu (a 32 kB Word document) or a lecture note appeared on the participants’ screen almost 

instantly with excellent quality. With others, it took somewhat longer to share a document. For 



 140

example, it took about one minute to load onto Participant B’s computer screen. However, the photo 

(240 kB) could not be shared successfully, and only a frame of the photo could be seen on the 

participant’s screen. This failure may have been caused by the slow Internet transmission speed or 

the limited capacity of the participant’s computer, because in Stage One in the Intranet environment 

the sharing of the same documents was instant with the quality equal to the original documents. To 

rectify this situation, the photo was replaced by a family photo of a much smaller size (32kB) 

captured by Logitec Webcam and shared with the participants with success. (also see discussion in 

Section 5.2.2) 

Participants’ perceptions 

As shown in Table 4.11, Document Sharing was considered by the participants to be useful, 

occupying the fourth position in terms of its importance to the support of interaction in language 

learning. When answering question PTS-2.10, Participant A commented: 

We used the sharing files feature to talk about family photos. But this feature could be used for 

endless conversation possibilities. 

File Transfer 

The function of File Transfer was planned for two occasions for each participant – the transfer of a 

video clip with sound and transfer of a word document. The 2.41MB video clip was the same clip 

transferred instantly in Stage One of the evaluation in the Intranet environment. However, in this 

phase of the evaluation the size of the video clip was too big for the Internet to transfer within a 

reasonable time frame. For example, in Session Four with Participant B, the transfer was still going 

when the session finished. I had to abort the transfer and sent the video clip by e-mail. To further 

test the function of File Transfer, a small digital family photo was sent through this function to the 

participant and the transfer was found to be generally quick, varying from one to three minutes. 

Thus it can be concluded that this function was useful for transferring small documents, be it a 

Word document or a photo. Different from the function of Document Sharing, documents 

transferred can be kept by the other party for future reference (also see discussion in Section 5.2.2). 

Participants’ perceptions 

As shown in Table 4.11, no consensus was reached regarding its position of importance to language 

learning in reference to other features, with one participant ranking File Transfer as the second one, 

one as the fourth and two as the fifth. 
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My Video 

As discussed in Section 3.22, My Video is a self-image window where one can see oneself while 

watching the video of the other party. This function was always used to ensure that the researcher’s 

image on the other side of the conference was still on the screen and, more importantly, to adjust 

paralinguistic cues to assist the flow of interaction and negotiation for meaning. For example, when 

the researcher could not understand a participant’s Chinese, she tended to look frustrated. A quick 

glance at the My Video image of herself would remind her that a puzzled look should be more 

appropriate and encouraging for inviting further explanations from the participant. The My Video 

function is also an important source of information when using a recording device (such as 

Camtasia) to capture the screen activities (also see discussion in Section 5.2.2). 

Participants’ perceptions 

All participants considered this function as the least useful feature in NetMeeting. This is probably 

because its potential was not sufficiently explored, apart from its use in monitoring one’s own 

performance during the sessions. 

4.3.5 Reliability 

Personal observations 

Reliability here refers to the stability of NetMeeting in terms of its crash rate during a 

videoconferencing session. While it never crashed in Stage One of the evaluation, in this phase, 

NetMeeting crashed five times of the 19 successful sessions, resulting in an average of 0.26 crash 

per session. In other words, NetMeeting was very reliable even in the Internet environment. One of 

the crashes happened in Session Four, when Participant E attempted to enlarge her video size. In 

Session Three, when Participant B tried to use My Video while I was clicking on the Whiteboard, 

NetMeeting froze. Two other crashes occurred when I tried to write on the Whiteboard. On another 

occasion, a message appeared saying an illegal operation had been performed, when Participant A 

(in Session Three) clicked on NetMeeting, and NetMeeting shut itself down. 

Participants’ perceptions 

In the Post-trial Survey, Question PTS-2.4 asks the participants to mark on a scale of 1 to 10 the 

reliability of NetMeeting, where 1 represents ‘very reliable’ and 10 ‘not reliable’. Figure 4.4 gives 

the results for this question. 
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Figure 4.4 Survey results from Stage Two – reliability of NetMeeting (PTS-2.4)  
Very reliable       Not reliable 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 x (A) 

x (E) 
x (B)      x (D)  

 

The participants were also required to explain their choices of the positions. They offered: 

♦ I have marked 2, basically very reliable, as even though the system froze a couple of times, 

it was quickly remedied by either inviting the person to netmeet again, or a quick restart of 

the computer. As I say, it only happened a few times, but was easily fixed. (Participant A) 

♦ The problems I experienced were not due to the Netmeeting [NetMeeting] program itself, 

but more to the connection between my school and Griffith University. Once we had 

established successful contact the meetings were very smooth. (Participant E) 

♦ Seemed quite reliable in terms of program stability, I can only remember having to re-boot 

it once or twice during the sessions. (Participant B) 

While most participants were able to differentiate the problems with NetMeeting itself from 

those non-NetMeeting problems such as the instability of the Internet transmission and hardware 

problems, Participant D (who marked 9 on the scale) blamed NetMeeting for his unsuccessful 

attempts to have videoconferencing sessions: 

My net meeting [NetMeeting] trial had a lot of problems. Beyond the hardware problems, there 

was difficulty with the Internet connection and its speed, the netmeeting [NetMeeting] 

application. 

Both my observation and the participants’ feedback demonstrate that NetMeeting itself was 

basically very reliable. Problems mostly occurred due to factors other than the program itself, such 

as Internet connections, ISP and inadequate hardware. 

4.3.6 Problems unrelated to NetMeeting 

In contrast to the Stage One evaluation in the Intranet environment, this phase uncovered many 

problems unrelated to NetMeeting, which nevertheless directly affected its performance. Some 

factors even determined the success of a videoconferencing session and thus are worth documenting 

here. 
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Limitation of computer skills 

The teacher 

As a language teacher, my computer skills were sufficient in using NetMeeting and its various 

functions properly, and I consider myself to be familiar with the operation of NetMeeting. However, 

when a problem arose unexpectedly (e.g. when the audio or video was not available), my computer 

knowledge and skills proved to be insufficient to pinpoint the cause or causes of an emerging 

problem and find a solution on the spot. I often became panicky and had to rely on the expertise of 

computer specialists. This inability to cope with emerging technical problems might be common 

among language teachers who are not specialists in computer technology. 

The learner 

Generally speaking, once the participants were instructed clearly, they could manage NetMeeting 

and its various functions with ease. However, a general apprehension of the new technology caused 

by lack of confidence in their computer skills could be observed during the sessions, especially in 

the first few sessions. Whenever a problem materialized, the participants easily became panicky and 

frustrated. For example, Participant C kept restarting her computer when she could not hear me at 

the beginning of a conference. Once it took us 30 minutes to find out that she had plugged her 

speaker into the wrong socket, resulting in no sound coming through to her. When the audio was not 

available, most participants knew how to use the MSN text chat function to communicate with me, 

but Participant C did not know how to use this function. 

Limitations of the technology 

Difficulties in initial connections 

Most of the problems that we encountered in this stage were related to the initial connections at the 

beginning of the videoconferencing sessions. Of the 19 successful sessions, 12 sessions were 

instantly connected between the two parties at the beginning of each session while the initial 

connections of the other seven were problematic. The usual occurrence was no sound or video 

coming through. We had to quit NetMeeting and restart it. Sometimes, we had to restart our 

computers to establish a connection. This is typical of many Microsoft Windows-based applications, 

which have never been bug-free. 

Limited computer power 

Most participants had reasonably up-to-date computers, such as Pentium 2 and Pentium 3, with the 

exception of Participant D, who had a Pentium 1. As the sound card on his computer was unable to 

support videoconferencing, a Pentium 3 computer was lent to him for this trial. 
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It was found that an overloaded computer could affect the quality of the conferencing in a 

number of ways. For example, the computer could be very slow to respond to the instructions if 

many files were open on the screen, or features of NetMeeting could not be activated, or the 

activation of a certain feature (e.g. the Whiteboard) could cause crashes of NetMeeting. The video 

and sound quality could be reduced if the computer power was limited as shown in the case of 

Participant E, who used a laptop. 

Problems with Internet Service Provider (ISP) 

All participants were connected to the Internet through commercially available Internet Service 

Providers (ISP) with the exception of Participant E, who used both a LAN and a commercial ISP. 

Some ISPs were found to offer excellent audio and video quality when the Internet was not very 

busy. However, it was discovered that some had longer latency and more limited bandwidth. For 

example, in the two failed sessions with Participant E using a commercial ISP, we could see and 

hear each other but the sound was too broken to be comprehensible and the video was not clear at 

all. We tried both on a Friday afternoon between 4:00 and 5:00 o’clock and a Saturday morning 

between 8:00 and 8:30, but there was no significant improvement in the sound and video quality. 

Some Internet Service Providers may deliberately install a firewall to block videoconferencing in 

order to reduce cost, as in the case of Participant D. 

The issue of firewalls 

Usually between commercially available networks, there is no firewall blocking the sound and 

video of a videoconferencing tool. However, if it is used in an institutional setting, users can 

experience a blockage from a firewall. 

Griffith University in Australia, where this research took place, erects a firewall, which blocks 

most of the videoconferencing tools from entering the University’s Intranet. In an attempt to find a 

way to solve this problem, Yahoo Messenger was investigated and found to be able to run through 

the University’s firewall. It was tested for a few days but discovered to be unsuitable for language 

teaching for the following reasons: 

1. The sound and video quality was acceptable, but not as good as that of NetMeeting. This 

was especially true with the video quality, which was not as clear and continuous. 

2. Yahoo messenger was only a chat tool without the useful features that NetMeeting offers, 

such as the Whiteboard, Document Sharing etc. 

3. The most serious problem with Yahoo was its loss of sound when both parties spoke at 

the same time. Although this could be avoided by watching the movements on the sound 

volume chart before one spoke, it is a very time-consuming procedure and takes a great 



 145

amount of practice and patience. One has to wait to ascertain that the other party has 

finished speaking before proceeding to take a turn. This renders the conversation less 

natural and full of false starts, thus negating in some ways the whole point of this 

research. 

The dial-up function using a modem was then tried, and I found that NetMeeting could run 

through the University firewall without any blockage. However my initial testing revealed that the 

audio and video quality was slightly affected by the latency in the modem. This was confirmed in 

Stage Two of the evaluation with the Open Learning students. (see Sections 4.3.3) 

A firewall could also be encountered on the students’ side if he or she uses a LAN, as discovered 

in the case of Participant E. Future researchers should be aware of the issue of firewalls when using 

a LAN or ISP to connect to the Internet. 

Faulty equipment 

The problems with some hardware that Participant E and D encountered are not problems inherent 

to NetMeeting and are not typical of the problems encountered by other students. However it is 

worth documenting them here for future reference. 

When Participant E first started to install NetMeeting, she could not install her Webcam due to a 

problem with the installation software. The Webcam had to be posted back for repair. Our schedule 

for the trial was thus affected. 

When Participant D could not hear me for the first time, I thought the sound card of his computer 

might be inadequate since he was using a Pentium 1 computer. After I replaced his computer with a 

Pentium 3, he still could not hear me. After numerous testing of various software on his computer, 

we discovered that the problem was caused by his headphones, which were faulty. 

Although these technical problems were incidental, they did reveal the vulnerability and 

unpredictability of the Internet-based videoconferencing environment. Future users of 

videoconferencing should be made aware of these problems. 

4.4 Summary 

This chapter has presented and discussed the results from the two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting in 

terms of its technological capabilities in supporting oral-visual interaction in distance language 

education. The results from Stage One informed Stage Two. On the basis of the data from these two 

stages of the evaluation of NetMeeting, it can be safely concluded that NetMeeting is a reliable and 

appropriate tool for supporting oral-visual interaction in distance language learning, despite the 
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limitations in the Internet service standard. This conclusion has profound implications for the use of 

Internet-based desktop videoconferencing in DLE. First, the findings in this two-stage evaluation 

not only confirm the technological capabilities of the present generation of videoconferencing tools 

in supporting real-time oral-visual interaction, but also identify the limitations in Internet 

technology, namely, the problems of narrow bandwidth and long latency. Second, these findings 

direct the attention of distance language professionals to videoconferencing as a potential solution 

to the problem of lack of oral-visual interaction in DLE. Third, the findings demonstrate the 

potential and promising future of videoconferencing with improved Internet bandwidth and reduced 

latency. This chapter has therefore answered the technological aspect of the second subsidiary 

research question: What are the benefits and limitations of oral- visual interaction via 

videoconferencing for L2 acquisition at a distance? More thorough discussion of the technological 

capabilities of NetMeeting appears in the discussion chapter, Chapter 6. 
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Chapter Five 

Results: The pedagogical values of oral-visual interaction via 
videoconferencing for L2 acquisition at a distance 

5.1 Introduction 

In contrast to most published studies which only investigate the technological capabilities of new 

educational technology, the two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting in this research examines two 

aspects of a videoconferencing tool – its technological capabilities and pedagogical values. The 

technological capabilities of NetMeeting in supporting oral-visual interaction have already been 

extensively reported in Chapter 4. This chapter moves a step forward to investigate the pedagogical 

values of videoconferencing through an examination of the process of oral-visual interaction in this 

context. 

According to communicative L2 learning methodology, interaction in meaning-focused task-

based learning facilitates language acquisition (Vygotsky, 1978; Hall, 1995; Lantolf, 1994; Ohta, 

1995; Swain & Lapkin, 1995; Long, 1996; Mitchell & Myles, 1998; Kitade, 2000; Gass, 2003; 

Hampel, 2003). Consequently, in this chapter, the presentation of the evaluation results covers what 

occurred in the process of oral-visual interaction, and what the participants perceived in regard to 

their improvement in language proficiency and achievement in task performance and completion. In 

this regard, this research does not attempt to investigate the participants’ improvement in their 

spoken Chinese proficiency in a quantitative manner. 

Data is presented in the form of a comparison between findings from stages one and two, with an 

emphasis on those obtained in Stage Two, for the obvious reason that this research concerns itself 

with interactive language learning in distance mode. Data presentation will follow the criteria 

developed in Chapter 3 in keeping with the amended version of Chapelle’s (2001, p. 55) framework, 

which has been adjusted to cater for the requirements of this study (see Section 3.4.2). These 

criteria are: 

♦ practicality 

♦ language learning potential 

♦ learner fit 

♦ authenticity 

♦ positive impact 
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As the first criterion, practicality, has been extensively discussed in Chapters 4, this chapter will 

concentrate on the presentation of data following the last four criteria, with a focus on the language 

learning potential of the tasks as this criteria is the most important of the five criteria. This data is 

crucial for the investigation of the second subsidiary research question: 

What are the benefits and limitations of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for 
L2 acquisition at a distance? 

While data contained in Chapter 4 provided insight into the benefits and limitations of 

videoconferencing-supported interaction from a technological perspective, data presented and 

discussed in this chapter further answered the second subsidiary research question, but this time, 

from a pedagogical angle. It is hoped that this chapter will contribute to our understanding of 

appropriate task design and performance in terms of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing-

supported DLE. 

5.2 Presentation of findings 

5.2.1 Introduction 

Participants 

As mentioned in Chapters 3 and 4, three participants, who had just finished their first year Chinese 

at Griffith University, were involved in Stage One. For ease of analysis and confidentiality, these 

on-campus participants are known in this research as Student 1, Student 2 and Student 3. Stage Two 

evaluation saw the participation of five students from the Open Learning Chinese program offered 

at Griffith University (i.e. the distance students), who were designated as Participants A, B, C, D 

and E. They had just completed two study periods of Chinese learning in distance mode, an 

equivalent of one year of studying Chinese in face-to-face mode in terms of length of study. In other 

words, their Chinese proficiency level should theoretically have been similar to that of the on-

campus participants. Part one of the Post-Trial Survey (PTS) collects some background information 

of the participants in Stage Two, collated in Table 5.1. 

As shown in Table 5.1, with the exception of Participant B, who had learnt Chinese at an 

institution other than Griffith University and possessed a much higher proficiency level, and 

Participant E who had also learnt Chinese previously and was a fluent speaker, the other three all 

began their Chinese study with the Open Learning Chinese program at Griffith University, and their 

spoken proficiency was quite low. Table 5.1 also demonstrates that most of the students did not 

have much exposure to any Chinese speaking environment, apart from cassettes and video tapes. 

The lack of exposure to oral-visual interaction in the target language further explains my 
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observation during the trial that their interactional, listening and spoken skills were almost non-

existent. Their level of spoken proficiency in Chinese was indicative of the general proficiency 

level of the distance learners in the same study period of the Open Learning Chinese program. 

Table 5.1 Background information of Participants in Stage Two of the evaluation of NetMeeting 
(PTS-1.1, PTS-1.2 and PTS-1.3) 

Participants Length of learning 
Chinese 

Ways of practising 
speaking Chinese 
before this trial 

Place of Residence  Level of 
proficiency in 
Spoken Chinese 

Participant A 10 months Never practised Queensland Very low 

Participant B Started in the 1970s 
and continued 
intermittently  

With tapes, 
Rosetta Stone (an 
online course) 

South Australia 
(Adelaide) 

Fluent speaker, the 
best  

*Participant C 10 months With tapes Victoria Very low 

Participant D 10 months With tapes and 
Chinese speakers 

New South Wales Medium 

Participant E 2 years With tapes and 
colleagues 

Victoria Quite fluent 

Note: * Participant C withdrew from the trial after completing 3 sessions and did not complete the post-trial 
survey. Her information contained in this table was obtained from the post-session interviews with her. 

Tutorial sessions 

Five videoconferencing sessions were conducted between the teacher and each participant with the 

aim of completing various tasks in Chinese, the target language. (For content and requirements of 

each task, see Section 3.3.6.) A total of 44 sessions were carried out, with 15 (all successful) in 

Stage One and 29 in Stage Two. Of the 29 in Stage Two, 19 were successful, thus making a total of 

34 successful sessions. All these sessions were conducted through either an intranet or Internet 

supported NetMeeting while, as stated, the teacher and the participants were at different locations 

from one another. 

5.2.2 Language learning potential 

As shown in Table 3.10, two issues in this criterion are under close examination: the provision of 

focus on form in oral-visual interaction; and the perceived participants’ improvement in their target 

language proficiency, especially in terms of their interactional, listening and speaking skills. The 

central question in focus on form is whether task conditions provide the opportunities for directing 

the learner’s attention temporarily towards linguistic forms during the student’s primary 

engagement in learning the meaning of the language (Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23). Thus, closely 

investigated here are such indicators of focus on form as interactional modifications, modifications 

of output and support. Instances of interactional modification were tallied and tabulated, and 
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samples of such instances were presented and analyzed using the Varonis and Gass’s (1985) model 

discussed in Section 3.3.9. Varonis and Gass’s model is reproduced here for ease of reference. (see 

Figure 3.10) 

Figure 3.10 A model for analysing an occasion of interactional modification during task completion 

 

Note: Modified version of Varonis and Gass’s (1985, p. 74) model. 

Examples of the various types of trigger, indicator, response and reaction to response were 

selected from the data collected during the two-stage evaluation and analyzed. In addition, support 

is also a crucial factor for promoting negotiation of meaning in a videoconferencing-supported 

learning environment. Support is defined in Section 2.2.8 as cues or information available to the 

learner to help in constructing meaning during task completion. As such, cues or information typical 

of oral-visual interaction enabled by videoconferencing were also presented and discussed. 

As far as improvement in Chinese is concerned, because of the spoken nature of the modality of 

the tasks, the emphasis of the investigation is on the improvement in interactional, listening and 

speaking skills that the researcher and the participants themselves perceived. Due to book length 

limitations, data presented in this section will be selective and concentrate heavily on data collected 

from the Stage Two evaluation in order to better evaluate the learning process of the distance 

learners. 
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Focus on form in oral-visual interaction 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by on-campus participants 

As discussed in Section 2.2.8, interactional modifications and modifications of output are factors 

promoting focus on form in a meaning-based task. Given the primary objective of these 

videoconferencing sessions was to provide a venue for language learners to improve their spoken 

proficiency, no metalinguistic explanation was designed into these tasks. Instead, from the very 

beginning of each task, the learner and the instructor engaged in a role-play or a conversation in the 

target language for the purpose of completing the task. The two-way interactive conversations were 

only interrupted when there was an unknown or unfamiliar linguistic element. On such occasions, 

focus on form in Chinese or English took place to ascertain the understanding of vocabulary or a 

grammatical structure. Role-plays resumed after a breakdown was repaired. Such occasions of focus 

on form were characterized by interactional modification which constitutes a focal point of the data 

analysis in relation to the language learning potentials of the tasks. It was observed that focus on 

form happened a few times in every session, varying from three to ten, when the participants could 

not understand certain sentences or words. Such occasions often occurred when either the 

participants forgot the words they had learned or the teacher deliberately used new vocabulary to 

create opportunities for focus on form. Interactional modification and modification of output were 

clearly evident in this process, as shown in the following transcript of the videotaped Session Three 

with Student 2. 

R = Researcher, S = Student 2 – Session Three 

R: Ni zai zher deng le duo chang shijian le?  R: How long have you been waiting here? 

S: [paused and looked puzzled] Duo chang 

shijian?  

S: [paused and looked puzzled] How long? 

R: Duo da, ni zhidao ma?  R: How old, do you know? 

S: Duo da? ((nodding)) S: How old? ((nodding)) 

R: Ni jinnian duo da? 

 Ni zai zher deng le duo chang shijian le?  

R: How old are you this year? 

 How long have you been waiting here 

for? 

S: [looked as if she realized]. Wo…bu tai 

duo chang.  

S: I…not too much long. 

R: Bu tai chang?  R: Not too long? 

S: Bu tai chang.  S: Not too long. 
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As shown in the above negotiation routine, on this occasion of interactional modification, the 

researcher’s question, Ni zai zher deng le duo chang shijian le, triggers a non-understanding and 

thus functions as a trigger. Student 2 paused to think and repeated duo chang shijian to indicate her 

non-understanding of this phrase. Her puzzled look also revealed to the researcher that a problem in 

understanding was encountered. As such, this turn acts as an indicator, and indicates specifically the 

source of non-understanding. The researcher perceived that the non-understanding might be caused 

by the word ‘duo’(how), and thus responded with an example ‘duo da’ (how old), which the 

students had learned in class. In this response, comprehension check occurred when the researcher 

asked ni zhidao ma (do you know). In the next turn, Student 2 reacted positively by nodding to the 

researcher’s response, confirming that she knew ‘duo da’. Following this, the researcher made the 

second comprehension check by comparing ‘duo da’(how old) with ‘duo chang’ (how long). 

Student 2 reacted by using ‘duo chang’ to answer the researcher’s previous question, Ni zai zher 

deng le duo chang shijian le(How long have you been waiting here for). However, she made a 

grammatical mistake, which was corrected by the researcher in the next turn. In the last turn, 

Student 2 modified her output by repeating what the researcher said, thus nicely tying up this 

occasion of interactional modification. There were quite a few occasions in which modification of 

output such as the one in the above segment happened during the 15 NetMeeting sessions with the 

on-campus students. (see Appendix J) 

Support is defined in Table 2.3 as cues or information available to the learner to help in 

constructing meaning during task completion. Features (e.g. the Whiteboard, Document Sharing, 

the function of the video, etc.) offered through NetMeeting were found to be useful in negotiation of 

meaning. For example, the Whiteboard was used regularly in every session to show the forgotten 

characters or to explain the meanings of new words. Students could remember or understand the 

meaning of the words more easily when they saw the characters, as many Chinese characters are 

pictographic. The Whiteboard was also used to draw pictures in an attempt to get the messages 

across. For example: 

R = Researcher, S = Student 2 – Session Three) 

R: Gangcai wo xia che de shihou, bu zhidao 

yinggai wang zuo guai haishi wang you 

guai. 

R: When I got off the bus just now, I didn’t 

know whether I should turn left or right. 

S: ‘Zuo guai’ shi shenme yisi ? S: What does ‘zuo guai’ mean? 

R: ‘Zuo’, zhidao ma? R: Do you know ‘zuo’? 

S: Zhidao, zhidao. S: I know, I know. 
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((The teacher began to draw on the Whiteboard as shown in Figure 5.1.)) 

Figure 5.1 Whiteboard content of Session Three with Student 2 

 

R: Ni kan wo hua de tu. Wang zuo guai, 

wang you guai. ((drawing a left and right 

turn on the Whiteboard)) Dong le ma? 

R: Look at the picture I am drawing. Turn 

left, turn right. Do you understand? 

S: ((found the Whiteboard and looked at the 

drawing I made)) 

S: ((found the Whiteboard and looked at the 

drawing I made.)) 

R: ((drawing the picture again.)) R: ((drawing the picture again.)) 

S: Zhidao. Zhidao le. S: I know. Now I understand. 

Visual cues through the function of video were another source of support to aid negotiation of 

meaning, as shown in Example 1. Facial expressions such as a puzzled look and nod were all 

available. The function of the video was also deliberately employed in the process of negotiation of 

meaning. When Student 2 asked if the teacher knew this café they were in, the researcher said ‘ting 

shuo guo’ (I’ve heard about it). Seeing the student did not understand, the researcher pointed her 

index finger to her ear and repeated ‘ting shuo guo’ with a stress on ‘ting’ (hear) and added ‘danshi, 

mei lai guo’ (but I have not been here before). 

As this stage is a preparatory phase for Stage Two, only the above instances were selected for 

comparison with data in Stage Two. More examples of focus on form can be found in Appendix J. 

Among the 15 sessions conducted in Stage One, instances of interactional modifications happened 

occasionally varying from three to ten. This forms a contrast to the findings from Stage Two. 

Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by the distance participants 

Occasions of interactional modification that occurred during Stage Two were tallied and tabulated 

to provide a general picture of instances of focus on form during each task completion by each 
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participant. This was followed by analysis of specific examples of interactional modifications in 

accordance with Varonis and Gass’s model (see Wang, 2006; Figure 3.10). 

In comparison with Stage One, Stage Two witnessed a higher frequency of focus on form. For 

example, during an approximately one-hour session, modification of interaction could happen on 

approximately three to ten occasions with an on-campus participant in Stage One, but on around 20 

occasions with a distance participant. The frequency of interactional modification (IM) in each 

session for each participant is tallied and presented in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 Occasions of interactional modification in Stage Two 
Session  1 2 3 4 5 Means 

Time: (mins) 33:43 40:10 50:15 47 47:51 44:04 Participant 

A  No. of IM 17 15 28 24 23 21.4 

Time: (mins) 19:14 * 27:16 25:10 28:44 25:36 Participant 

B No. of IM 5 * 7 6 11 7.25 

Time: (mins) 40 35 51 ** ** 40:33 Participant 

C No. of IM 23 21 31 ** ** 25 

Time: (mins) 58 *** *** *** *** *** Participant 

D No. of IM 19 *** *** *** *** *** 

Time: (mins) 44 45 71 22.30 60 48:46 Participant 

E No. of IM 22 20 52 10 23 25.4 

Notes: * Session Two with Participant B was successful. However, due to bad sound quality, there were 
many occasions of breakdown in conversation, the cause of which could not be clearly identified as technical 
or linguistic. Thus tallying such occasions was given up for fear of data inaccuracy. 
** Participant C withdrew from the trial after the first three sessions for personal reasons. 
*** Only one successful session was conducted with Participant D, due to technical problems. 

It has to be pointed out that the length of time recorded in Table 5.2 was the actual time spent on 

completing each task, not the whole videoconferencing session which often lasted approximately 

one to one and a half hours, because of the free chats, grammar explanations at the end of task 

completion and technical difficulties. In addition, no graphic was generated from this table because 

it is difficult to generalize a tendency with only five participants. We cannot confidently conclude 

that the longer it took to complete the task, the more occasions of interactional modification there 

would be. This is because some interactional modifications could be very lengthy, while others were 

brief. On the whole, it was the Chinese proficiency level of each participant that determined the 

variety in number, length and quality of interactional modification. By the same token, neither can 

we generalize that the longer the session lasted, the more target language output would be produced 

in the session. We have to take into consideration factors, such as the number of repetitions and 

explanations of sentences, due to differences in participants’ Chinese proficiency. However, the aim 
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of the tabulation is to record what happened to each participant, providing a foundation for 

individual case analysis. 

Table 5.2 indicates that Participant B had the lowest number of occasions of interactional 

modification, a mean of 7.25 per session. This means that during each session, the role-play broke 

down only occasionally to allow temporary focus on linguistic forms, which was to be expected. 

Table 5.2 also indicates that Participant B’s sessions were the shortest of all the participants’, 

averaging approximately 25 minutes per session, while the average length of session for most 

participants was between 40–50 minutes. This means he completed his tasks faster than others. 

However, it was observed that he produced the largest amount of output during these short periods 

of time. All these were due to the fact that Participant B enjoyed the highest Chinese proficiency 

among the distance participants; he had little difficulty in understanding what he heard or in 

expressing himself in Chinese. As a result, the researcher sometimes had to deliberately create 

occasions of focus on form at the task performance level by using words that Participant B had not 

learned before (see Example A (6)). This was to ensure that he would be provided enough occasions 

for beneficial focus on form. In turn, according to the criteria for evaluating the language learning 

potential of a task proposed by Chapelle (2002) and developed by this research, these occasional 

instances of focus on form establish the language learning potential of the task designed for this 

evaluation, at least, as far as Participant B is concerned. 

The case of Participant E is quite extraordinary. Table 5.2 demonstrates that Session Three with 

Participant E lasted 71 minutes and the number of interactional modification reached 52. This was 

the longest session with the greatest number of interactional modifications of all sessions. However, 

these results do not imply that Participant E’s Chinese proficiency was low. In fact her proficiency 

was in between that of Participant B and participants A and C. The main reason for the lengthy 

session was her strong interest in Chinese food. A great amount of output was generated when she 

deviated from the task to talk about the variety of Chinese cuisine and requested for new 

vocabularies to convey her meaning. Consequently, numerous occasions of interactional 

modification emerged, in which modified output occurred frequently. This trend was quite 

consistent with the length and number of occasions of interactional modification in her other 

sessions with the exception of Session Four. She just enjoyed speaking Chinese so much that she 

deviated from the tasks frequently. However, in Session Four, the researcher had deliberately 

confined the course of the conversation to what was required of for completing the task. Thus both 

the length of the session and number of interactional modifications were less than other sessions 

and quite similar to those by Participant B. This similarity can probably be attributed to the fact that 

both participants’ Chinese proficiency was quite high. 
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In comparison with Participant B, whose average session length was approximately 25 minutes, 

participants A, C, and D averaged at over 40 minutes per session, doubling the length by Participant 

B. However, this difference does not signify that participants A, C and D produced more output in 

the target language than Participant B. This is because, due to their low Chinese proficiency, it took 

a much longer time and more repetitions for participants A, C and D to understand what had been 

said or to finish an instance of interactional modification. Table 5.2 also shows that the number of 

occasions of interactional modification by participants A, C, D reached an average of 21.6 per 

session, about three times of that by Participant B. By the same token, nor can we confidently 

conclude that more language acquisition occurred because of the increased occasions of 

interactional modification. It was true that more linguistic features were dealt with on these 

occasions, but how much had been retained or acquired was not certain. However, what can be 

ascertained is the improvement in these participants’ listening and speaking skills. This is because 

most of these occasions of interactional modification were caused by participants’ low listening 

ability or lack of familiarity with what they had learnt before. Usually after some repetition, the 

participants could understand what the researcher said previously, as shown in examples D (1) and 

(2) below. This is not to say that the vocabulary and sentence structures required to complete the 

tasks were beyond what the participants had learned. On the contrary, frequent non-understanding 

occurred due to lack of listening practice and rare opportunities to apply what they had learned. 

This was especially true with the first few videoconferencing sessions. However, an increase in the 

quality of focus on form happened towards the last few sessions as the participants’ communicative 

competence was improving. Interactional modifications and modifications of output were generated 

more naturally and with better quality. 

For distance learners with better proficiency in spoken Chinese, focus on form was achieved 

mainly in the target language, while for less proficient learners, Chinese explanations were usually 

followed by English clarifications. The one-to-one nature of NetMeeting proved to be able to allow 

teaching to cater for learners of various levels of language proficiency. 

Further analysis of individual instances of interactional modification covers the two parts of the 

negotiation routing (the trigger and the resolution), and the various types of the four primes (trigger, 

indicator, response and reaction to response) as discussed in Varonis and Gass’s model (see 

Figure 3.10). Examples of different categories of the four primes are selected on the basis of their 

high frequency of appearance in the data to ensure that a range of representative data is discussed. 

Emphasis is given to examples not covered in Varonis and Gass’s model. Some of the examples are 

reproduced in order to demonstrate that in one instance of interactional modification, all four types 

of primes existed. (Wang, 2006) 
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A. Triggers 

Triggers are turns in the conversation that activate occasions of interactional modification. 

According to Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 75), triggers can come from a question, an answer to a 

question or neither a question or an answer. Data in the current research reveals all three kinds of 

triggers, but the majority of triggers are from questions. 

Triggers – as questions 

In the distance group, especially with Participants A, C and D, whose general Chinese proficiency 

was lower than Participants B and E, the great majority of occasions of non-understanding was 

caused by their low listening ability, as shown in Examples A (1) – (3). Triggers are indicated by an 

arrow. 

Example A (1) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Three 

 R: Zuotian ni zuo shenme le? R: What did you do yesterday? 

 P: (9 secs) ((Busy writing down something)) P: (9 secs) ((Busy writing down something)) 

 R: Dong le ma  R: Do you understand? 

 P: ((Looking at her notes)) Qing ni zai shuo 

yibian. 

P: ((Looking at her notes)) Please say it 

again. 

 R: Hao. Zuotian ni zuo shenme le?  R: OK. What did you do yesterday? 

 P: (3 secs) Zuotian wo shangban. P: (3 secs) Yesterday I go to work. 

Example A (2) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Ni jintian zenme yang? R: How are you today? 

 P: ((looking puzzled)) Sorry? P: ((looking puzzled)) Sorry? 

 R: Ni jintian zenme yang? R: How are you today? 

 P: ((still looking puzzled)) I didn’t get the 

first bit. I heard ‘zenmeyang’. 

P: ((still looking puzzled)) I didn’t get the 

first bit. I heard ‘zenmeyang’. 

 R: Uh, jintian, jintian. R: Uh, today. Today. 

 P: ((still looking puzzled)) P: ((still looking puzzled)) 
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 R: Jintian> R: Today. 

 P: ((still looking puzzled)) (3 secs) P: ((still looking puzzled)) (3 secs) 

 R: Today. R: Today. 

 P: Oh, jintian, jintian, yeah. ((nodding)) P: Oh, today, today, yeah. ((nodding)) 

Example A (3) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuexi shenme? 

Xue le shenme?  

R: What did you study when you were at 

university? What did you learn? 

 P: Eh, qing ni zai shuo yi bian.  P: Please say it again. 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuele shenme? R: What did you study when you were at 

university? 

 P: Wo zai daxue xue le (3 secs) Guoji 

Maoyi, dui ma?  

P: I studied International Trade, is it correct? 

Triggers in the above three examples were initiated by questions directed to the participants. It 

has to be pointed out that these questions are simple sentences containing no words or structure that 

the participants had not learned in their distance programs. In Example A (2), Participant C could 

not understand the word “jintian” (today), a word she had learned before. After she was told the 

meaning in English, she finally comprehended the meaning of the question. In both examples A (1) 

and (3), after the researcher repeated the question, both participants understood the questions. In 

fact, Participant A became so frustrated that she explained her inability to comprehend in English 

during the role play: 

It’s very hard for me to hear. I have the difficulty of understanding spoken Chinese. I 

can, if you write the words, I can try to understand, but I find it very hard to listen. 

In Session Two when the same question was asked, Participant A understood it instantly. 

Triggers as answer 

This type of trigger was also common in the data. In Example A (4), when answering the question 

about what she did yesterday, Participant C’s turn was not understood. The researcher could not 

make out jiawushi. It was not until the participant explained jiawushi (house work) in English that 

the researcher realized that the non-understanding was triggered by the participant’s incorrect 

pronunciation of jiawushi, as shown in Example A (4). 
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Example A (4) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Three 

 P: Zuotian wo gan jiawushi. P: Yesterday I did house work. 

 R: Um, qing ni zai shuo yibian. Qing ni… R: Please say it again. Please….  

 P: House work. Is it house work?  P: House work. Is it house work? 

 R: Oh, zuotian wo zuo jiawushi le  R: Yesterday I did house work. 

 

Triggers as neither question nor answer 

In Example A (5), the trigger comes from neither a question nor an answer, when Participant C was 

trying to describe her family members. 

Example A (5) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Two 

 P: Wo you erzi. P: I have a son. 

 R: You shenme? Dui buqi.  R: What do you have? Sorry.  

The non-understanding in Example A (5) was again caused by the participant’s incorrect 

pronunciation of erzi. However, breakdowns caused by unknown words or phrases in the triggers 

were not as common as those in Varonis and Gass’s study. This category of triggers in the current 

study only happened when the researcher deliberately used a word knowing it would lead the 

participants to negotiate its meaning. Example A (6) illustrates this category of triggers. 

Example A (6) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant B – Session Five 

 R: …ni yiqian gongzuo de shihou jingchang 

he guke da jiaodao.  

R: You often came into contact with 

customers in your previous job. 

 P: (5 secs) ((not replying))  

 R: Xue guo ma?  R: (Have you learned it?) 

 P: Hai mei xue guo. Qing ni xie, zai 

Whiteboard xie gei wo, hao ma? 

P: Not yet. Could you please write, on the 

Whiteboard to show me? 

The trigger, da jiaodao, in Example A (6), was deliberately embedded by the researcher to raise 

Participant B’s awareness of this phrase, anticipating that the participant would negotiate the 

meaning of the phrase. Seeing no immediate reaction from the participant, the researcher checked 
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the participant’s understanding by asking if he had learned the phrase before. Participant B 

confirmed that he had not leaned it before and requested the researcher to write it on the 

Whiteboard. The researcher only employed this kind of trigger occasionally with participants at a 

higher level of Chinese proficiency for the purpose of creating occasions for beneficial focus on 

form during task completion. 

B. Indicators 

Indicators are the second prime in Varonis and Gass’s model, signalling the start of a breakdown in 

the interaction. Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 76) identified four types of indicators: echo, explicit 

statement of non-understanding, non-verbal response and inappropriate response. In data collected 

in this evaluation, explicit statements of non-understanding are more frequent than others. 

Furthermore, visual indicators of non-understanding constitute another type of indicator which 

stands out from the rest and which is not covered in Varonis and Gass’s study. Examples of the most 

frequent two types of indicators are discussed below. 

Explicit statements of non-understanding 

Explicit statements of non-understanding were abundant during the role plays. There were two 

types of such statements if categorized according to their sources: breakdowns due to participants’ 

low listening skills and breakdowns due to unknown linguistic elements. Data in regard to the 

former type of breakdown corresponds with triggers as questions (see examples A (1) – (3)). At the 

start of the trial, such non-understanding was usually expressed in English as shown in Example B 

(1). After the researcher emailed the participants a list of frequently used phrases, the participants 

started to indicate their non-understanding in Chinese as with examples B (2) and (3). 

Example B (1) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Oh, OK. Ni jintian zuo shenme le?  R: What have you done today?  

 P: ((Looking puzzled and trying hard to 

understand)) (3 secs) I don’t understand. 

P: ((Looking puzzled and trying hard to 

understand)) (3 secs) I don’t understand. 

Example B (2) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Zhongwen nan xue ma?  R: Is Chinese difficult to learn? 

 P: Bu dong.  P: I don’t understand. 
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Example B (3) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuexi shenme? 

Xue le shenme?  

R: What did you study when you were at 

university? What did you learn? 

 P:  Eh, qing ni zai shuo yi bian.  P: Please say it again. 

The second type of breakdown in the role-play often occurred when the participants attempted to 

answer the researcher’s questions. This type of indicator often emerged when participants found 

they did not have the vocabulary to finish their turns, as demonstrated in examples B (4) to (9). 

Example B (4) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant E – Session One 

 R: Ni you hui shuo Zhongwen de pengyou 

ma? 

R: Do you have any friends who speak 

Chinese? 

 P: ((Shaking her head again)) Wo you yi ge, 

uh, yi ge colleague… 

P: I have a, a colleague… 

Example B (5) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant B – Session Four 

 R: Uh, ni, ni zhao wo you shenme shi ma ? R: You, what can I do for you? 

 P: Uh, wo, wo xiang “apply”, ‘apply for a 

job’, zenme shuo? 

P:  I, I want to, how do you say “apply for a 

job”? 

Example B (6) 

R =researcher, P = Participant A – Session Two 

 R: Jintian ni zuo shenme le? R: What have you done today? 

 P: (2 secs) Wo jintian zuo, uh ((looking at 
her notes)) ‘cleaning the house’ yong 
zhongwen zenme… 

P:  (2 secs) I have done today, uh ((looking 
at her notes)) How do you…‘cleaning the 
house’ in Chinese? 

Example B (7) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni xihuan zuo shenme gongzuo?  R: What kind of job do you like to do? 

 P: Eh, wo xihuan…(7 secs). Wo bu hui shuo 
Zhongwen. Eh, I don’t know how to say it 
in Chinese. 

P: I like…(7 secs). I can’t speak Chinese. 
Eh, I don’t know how to say it in Chinese. 
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As shown in examples B (4) to (7), the participants’ turns broke down because they did not know 

how to say certain words in Chinese. In these breakdowns, participants explicitly expressed their 

need for help either in Chinese or English. This type of breakdown is the typical by-product of 

meaning-based tasks, which require the learner to convey meaning using resources, sometimes 

beyond what they have learned, thus creating opportunities for focus on form. 

Visual indicators 

Through the function of video in NetMeeting, another type of indicator emerged: non-

understanding visualized through facial expressions. Often a puzzled or blank look indicated that 

incomprehension was experienced. Again this type of indicator was not present in Varonis and 

Gass’s study (see examples B (8) and (9)). 

Example B (8) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Ni jintian zenme yang?  R: How are you today? 

 P: Um, ((looking puzzled again, not 

answering)) (5 secs). 

P: Um, ((looking puzzled again, not 

answering)) (5 secs). 

 R: Ni jintian mang bu mang? R: Are you busy today? 

 P: ((looking puzzled and trying to work out 

the meaning)) (15 secs). I’m a bit 

nervous. Can you say it again? […] 

P: ((looking puzzled and trying to workout 

the meaning)) (15 secs). I’m a bit 

nervous. Can you say it again? […] 

Example B (9) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session Five 

 R: Ni xie shenme wenzhang le?  R: What article did you write? 

 P: ((Looking puzzled (2 secs) and then 

understood)) Zhongwen ‘literature’ 

zenme shuo? 

P: ((Looking puzzled (2 secs) and then 

understood)) How to say ‘literature’ in 

Chinese? 

The above two examples also demonstrate the importance of visual cues in negotiation of 

meaning, and the capability of NetMeeting in the provision of such visual information to aid 

understanding. 

C. Responses 

Response is a turn that reacts to the cause(s) of the breakdowns expressed in the indicator. 

According to Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 76), there are different types of response: repetition, 
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expansion, rephrasing, acknowledgement and reduction. All these types were found in the current 

study, with an additional type, direct Chinese equivalent of the unknown phrases or words requested 

in the indicators. Examples of the above mentioned types of responses are provided below to 

demonstrate the variety of responses. 

Repetition 

As a large number of triggers resulted from participants’ low listening ability, repetition of what had 

been said in the triggers became the logical response. This type of response materialized more 

frequently in the first few sessions with participants of lower Chinese proficiency. Very often, the 

participants explicitly requested the repetition. Here are some examples: 

Example C (1) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Three 

 R: Zuotian ni zuo shenme le? R: What did you do yesterday? 

 P: (9 secs) ((Busy writing down something)) P: (9 secs) ((Busy writing down something)) 

 R: Dong le ma?  R: do you understand? 

 P: ((Looking at her notes)) Qing ni zai shuo 

yibian.  

P: ((Looking at her notes)) Please say it 

again. 

 R: Hao (OK). Zuotian ni zuo shenme le?  R: OK. What did you do yesterday? 

Example C (2) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuexi shenme? 

Xue le shenme?  

R: What did you study when you were at 

university? What did you learn? 

 P: Eh, qing ni zai shuo yi bian.  P: Please say it again. 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuele shenme?  R: What did you study when you were at 

university? 

Usually after the repetition, comprehension could be achieved. It was also discovered that as the 

sessions went on, repetitions became less frequent. 

Expansion 

In order to explain certain words or sentences, expansion sometimes occurred in the researcher’s 

turns. In Example C (3), the researcher tried to explain the sentence, Ni jia hai you shenme ren (who 

else is there in your family), in the context of mentioning other members of the family. 
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Example C (3) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Two 

 R: Ni jia hai you shenme ren?  R: Who else is there in your family? 

 P: ((looking at her notes)) Qing ni zai shuo 

yibian.  

P: ((looking at her notes)) Please say it 

again.  

 R: Hao. Ni jia hai you shenme ren? Ni you yi 

ge erzi, liang ge nu’er, hai you shenme 

ren?  

R: OK. Who else is there in your family? 

You have one son and two daughters, 

who else? 

 

Rephrasing 

Rephrasing is another type of response used by the researcher to get the meaning across. Usually 

the words in the rephrased sentence were those that the researcher was certain that the participants 

had learned (see the following example). 

Example C (4) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Ni jintian zenme yang?  R: How are you today? 

 P: Um, ((looking puzzled again, not 

answering)) (5 secs)  

P: Um, ((looking puzzled again, not 

answering)) (5 secs) 

 R: Ni jintian mang bu mang?  R: Are you busy today? 

In Example C (4), when realizing that zenme yang (how) might be causing the non-understanding, 

the researcher replaced it with mang bu mang (busy or not busy). 

Acknowledgement 

Acknowledgement of what the participants said was correct often occurred when a comprehension 

check was received. Such comprehension checks could appear in words or visually through the 

function of the video in NetMeeting. 

Example C (5) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 P: Wo zai daxue xue le (3 secs) Guoji 

Maoyi, dui ma? ((Looking at the 

researcher for confirmation of his use of 

P: I studied (3 secs) International Trade, is it 

correct? ((Looking at the researcher for 

confirmation of his use of International 
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International Trade, a phrase he had just 

learned))  

Trade, a phrase he had just learned)) 

 R: Dui, dui.  R: Correct, correct. 

 

Reduction 

Reduction of the trigger sentence often occurred when the researcher realized that a certain part of 

the sentence was causing the non-understanding (see Example C (6)). 

Example C (6) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session One 

 R: Ni jintian zenme yang?  R: How are you today? 

 P: ((still looking puzzled)) I didn’t get the 

first bit. I heard ‘zenme yang’.  

P: ((still looking puzzled)) I didn’t get the 

first bit. I heard ‘How are…’. 

 R: Uh, jintian, jintian. R: Uh, today, today. 

In Example C (6), when realizing that the word jintian (today) was not being received, the 

researcher reduced the whole sentence to jintian and repeated. As the teacher of the distance 

Chinese program, the researcher was certain that the participant had learned jintian, but probably 

forgot it. 

Target language equivalent 

As a response to indicators expressed by participants’ requests for unknown Chinese words, an 

equivalent in Chinese was provided by the researcher immediately following the indicator. This is 

probably because this type of responses often came from the researcher, who is a native speaker of 

the target language. Varonis and Gass’ study does not cover this category of responses (see 

examples C (7) to (10)). 

Example C (7) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant B – Session Four 

 P: Uh, wo, wo xiang (2 secs), how do you 
say ‘apply’, zenme (how), ‘apply for a 
job’, zenme shuo? 

P: I, I want to (2 secs), how do you say 
‘apply for a job’? 

 R: Shenqing ((seeing the participant did not 
react)) (2 secs), shenqing.  

R: Apply for ((seeing the participant did not 
react)) (2 secs), apply for. 

 P: Shenqing?  P: Apply for? 
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Example C (8) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni xihuan zuo shenme gongzuo?  R: What kind of job do you like to do? 

 P: Eh, wo xihuan…(7 secs). Wo bu hui shuo 

Zhongwen. Eh, I don’t know how to say it 

in Chinese.  

P: I like…(7 secs). I can’t speak Chinese. I 

don’t know how to say it in Chinese. 

 R: Just say, you can ask […]. Zhongwen 

zenme shuo?  

R: Just say, you can ask […]. How do you 

say it in Chinese? 

Example C (9) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session Five 

 R: Ni xie shenme wenzhang le?  R: What article did you write? 

 P: ((Looking puzzled (2 secs) and then 

understood)) Zhongwen ‘literature’ 

zenme shuo?  

P: ((Looking puzzled (2 secs) and then 

understood)) How to say ‘literature’ in 

Chinese? 

 R: ‘Literature’ zhongwen shi ‘wenxue’. R: The Chinese for ‘literature’ is wenxue. 

Example C (10) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant E – Session One 

 R: Ni you hui shuo Zhongwen de pengyou 
ma?  

R: Do you have any friends who speak 
Chinese? 

 P: ((Shaking her head again)) Wo you yi ge, 
uh, yi ge colleague… 

P: ((Shaking her head again)) I have a 
colleague… 

 R: Tongshi.  R: Colleague. 

 

D. Reaction to Response 

Reaction to response was treated as an optional element in Varonis and Gass’ study (1985, p. 77). 

However, it was found in the current study that reaction to response is an important prime, often 

indicating that some degree of acquisition has occurred as the result of a breakdown. Two major 

types of reaction to response dominate data in this evaluation: understanding and modifications of 

output. 

Understanding of what had been said in the triggers sentences occurred often following the 

repetition in responses. Examples are as follows 
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Example D (1) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant D – Session Five 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuexi shenme? 

Xue le shenme?  

R: What did you study when you were at 

university? What did you learn? 

 P: Eh, qing ni zai shuo yi bian.  P: Please say it again. 

 R: Ni zai daxue de shihou, xuele shenme?  R: What did you study when you were at 

university? 

 P: Wo zai daxue xue le (3 secs) Guoji 

Maoyi, dui ma? ((Looking at the 

researcher for confirmation of his use of 

International Trade, a phrase he had just 

learned))  

P: I studied (3 secs) International Trade, is it 

correct? ((Looking at the researcher for 

confirmation of his use of International 

Trade, a phrase he had just learned)) 

 R: Dui, dui.  R: correct, correct. 

 P: ((smiled))  P: ((smiled)) 

Example D (2) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session Two 

 R: Ni changchang kan zhongguo dianshi 

ma?  

R: Do you often watch Chinese TV? 

 P: Mm, changchang shi shenme yisi ?  P: What’s the meaning of ‘changchang’? 

 R: Oh, changchang, changchang, um… R: Often, often, um… 

 P: Changchang, changchang, I know that 

((laughing and thinking hard))  

P: Often, often, I know that ((laughing and 

thinking hard)) 

 R: Ni zhidao meitian… R: You know everyday… 

 P: Often!  P: Often! 

In Example D (1), after the researcher repeated the same question, asking him what he learned at 

the university, Participant D understood the question and proceeded to answer that he learned 

International Trade. However, Example D (2) illustrates a different kind of understanding. At first, 

Participant A could not understand changchang (often) but she was sure that she had learned it 

before. After the repetition in the researcher’s turn, Participant A finally recalled that it meant 

‘often’. It is evident that her initial non-understanding was brought about by the lack of use of what 

she had learned before. 



 168

Examples D (3) to (5) best illustrate how reaction to response facilitated modified output in the 

exchanges. 

Example D (3) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant C – Session Three 

 R: Hao. Zuotian ni zuo shenme le?  R: OK. What did you do yesterday? 

 P: (3 secs) Zuotian wo shangban.  P: (3 secs) Yesterday I go to work. 

 R: Hao. Zuotian wo shangban le.  R: OK. I went to work yesterday.  

 P: Shangban le. P: went to work. 

Example D (4) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant E – Session One 

 P: Tongshi. […] Ta jiehun Aodaliya ren. 

((looking at the researcher for 

confirmation of her grammar))  

P: Colleague). […] She/he married an 

Australian. ((looking at the researcher for 

confirmation of her grammar)) 

 R: Ta he yi ge Aodaliya ren jiehun le. R: She/he married an Australian. 

 P: Aha ((realized)). Ta he yi ge Aodaliya ren 

jiehun le.  

P: Aha ((realized)). She/he married an 

Australian. 

Example D (5) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant B – Session Four 

 P: Shenqing, qing, qing, wo qing ni de qing? P: Apply, qing, qing, as the qing in wo qing 

ni? 

 R: Dui, qing ni gaosu wo de qing.  R: Yes, as the qing in qing ni gaosu wo. 

 P: Um, Na, shenqing, shenqing gongzuo? P: Um, then, apply, apply for a job? 

Participant C’s interactional and listening skills were almost non-existent when the trial first 

started, and she appeared to be very nervous in the first two sessions. Although listening was still a 

problem for her in Session Three, Example D (3) shows that she could detect her grammatical error 

after the researcher stressed the le in Zuotian wo shangban le (went to work). Participant C quickly 

modified her output by repeating shangban le. In the latter part of the session, Participant C became 

conscious of the use of le and used it later in “wo zuo le rou” (I cooked meat) and “wo hai zuo le 

qingcai” (I also cooked some vegetables). 
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The same learning process happened to Participant E in Example D (4), who corrected her 

structure immediately after hearing the correction in the researcher’s response. Participant B’s turn 

represents a slightly different modification of output, in which he reacted by applying shenqing 

(apply), a phrase he had just learned from the researcher’s response, in shenqing gongzuo (apply for 

work). This application of what he had learned indicates, to a certain degree, that acquisition was 

happening. 

Support 

As defined in Table 2.3, support refers to cues or information available to aid negotiation of 

meaning during task completion. Data from this research indicates that NetMeeting-supported 

distance learning environment offered many types of support to the participants, which proved to be 

crucial for their successful negotiation of meaning. Examples of five major types of support are 

presented and discussed below: the function of the video, the Whiteboard, Document Sharing and 

File Transfer. 

The most valuable support was found in the video. Body movements above the shoulders were 

all present during the videoconferencing sessions (also see discussion in Section 4. 3.3.) Facial 

expressions such as an expectant look or raised eyebrows conveyed the intended message 

accurately during focus on form as shown in Example E (1). 

Example E (1) 

R = Researcher, P = Participant A – Session Five 

R: Nimen jidian dao jia de?  R: What time did you get home? 

P: Please say it again.  P: Please say it again. 

R: ((looking at the Participant with a mock 

puzzlement and raising her eye brows) 

R: ((looking at the Participant with a mock 

puzzlement and raising her eye brows) 

P: Oh, hahaha. I’ll get my note (looking at 

her note). 

P: Oh, hahaha. I’ll get my note (looking at 

her note). 

R: Hahaha. Wo bu dong, wo bu dong 

Yingwen. 

R: Hahaha. I don’t understand, I don’t 

understand English. 

P: Qing ni zai shuo yibian.  P: Please say it again.  

In Example E (1), Participant A asked the researcher to repeat what she had said, but the 

participant rendered her request in English. To encourage her to speak Chinese, the researcher 

pretended that she did not understand the request in English by putting on an expression of 

incomprehension and raising her eyebrows in anticipation. Through the real-time video 
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transmission, the participant immediately understood the researcher’s intention and laughed, saying 

she would consult her notes and see how to make the request in Chinese. The last turn in the 

example shows that she eventually made her request using Chinese. Instances of the video in 

transmitting facial expressions in real time during negotiating of meaning were abundant in the data 

collected (also see examples B (8) and (9)). 

The function of the video was also used to demonstrate hand gestures to aid negotiation of 

meaning, usually deliberately by the researcher. For examples, when talking about numbers, the 

researcher would put up three fingers in from of the Web camera to indicate the number three. 

However, in Session Four, it was Participant B who requested the researcher to write characters 

using finger movements in front of the Web camera. To show his understanding of how the 

characters were written, the participant also wrote with his index finger in front of the camera 

following the researcher’s finger movements. 

The video was also employed to show objects in promoting the authenticity of the tasks. For 

example, in Session Four, Participant A showed pictures of her family and her dogs through the 

video when completing the task on talking about family members. 

The linguistic benefits of the video were also highly appreciated by the participants, and the 

importance of video was generally viewed in terms of its support to communicative language 

acquisition. For example, in the interview at the completion of Session 2, when asked how often he 

looked at the video, Participant B replied: 

I, I looked at the image all the time. I think it’s quite import, quite important, you know, form. 

You want to see the, the a, reaction, the facial expressions, because that’s part of the 

communication. 

To Participant B, facial expressions were an indispensable component of interaction and 

communication. Question PTS-2.8 (Appendix D) asked the participants to indicate on a 10 point 

scale the importance of video to the improvement of listening and speaking skills, 1 representing 

‘important’ and 10 ‘not important’. Participant A marked 1, and explained her choice as follows: 

…Silence is not a problem while you think of a response, because your tutor can see that you 

are thinking (very hard!). You can see facial expressions which are very important to try and 

guess what on earth your tutor just said when you can’t understand any of the words!… 

Participant B, who indicated 2 on the scale, also commented on the importance of video to 

language learning: 
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The importance of the video image lies in the fact that one gets the dialogue with the 

appropriate body language and facial expression, which do not only aid in understanding 

meaning but are part of the message itself. More specifically it seems to me that to achieve 

accurate pronunciation the opportunity of seeing the actual sound being formed by a native 

speaker is very helpful. It also would allow the teacher to do on the spot correction of mistakes 

through sound and visual demonstration. 

Apart from the video, the Whiteboard was the second most frequently used function offered 

through NetMeeting. Data discussed here corresponds with findings in Section 4.2.4. This on-screen 

feature functions similarly to the Whiteboard in traditional classrooms, and was frequently utilized 

in almost every session for character writing and picture drawing to aid focus on form. The 

pictographic nature of the Chinese characters may contribute to the frequent use of this function as 

it is easier to figure out the meaning when seeing the characters than hearing them. This is perfectly 

exemplified by the following instance of interactional modification: 

Example E (2) 

R =researcher, P = Participant A – Session Four 

R: Ni qu guo Zhongguo jici?  R: How many times have you been to 

China? 

P: Ni qu guo Zhongguo shenme?  P: You’ve been to China what? 

R: Jici (writing on the Whiteboard).  R: How many times (writing on the 

Whiteboard). 

P: (Reading the Whiteboard and realized) 

Ah, wo yici quguo Zhongguo.  

P: (Reading the Whiteboard and realized) 

Ah, I’ve, once, been to China.  

Example E (2) shows that Participant A did not understand jici (how many times) until she saw it 

written on the Whiteboard. She had obviously learnt this phrase because she showed her 

understanding of it by saying yici (once) in her reply, although she put it in a wrong place. 

The function of Document Sharing was another type of support available through NetMeeting. 

During task performance, this function was employed to show documents such as a menu in a café 

and some lecture notes prepared beforehand. It was discovered that this function complemented the 

Whiteboard in that, through Document Sharing, more organized information of large volume could 

be made available to the students immediately, while the Whiteboard can be used for spontaneous 

explanations of linguistic codes. For example, when explaining how to ask about one’s age in 

Session Four with Participant A, the lecture note clearly outlining the three ways of asking one’s 

age was shown to the participant through the function of Document Sharing. It saved online time to 
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write them one by one on the Whiteboard. For more discussion on Document Sharing, see Section 

4.2.4. 

The function of Document Transfer also supported authentic task performance in that it 

transferred authentic documents to the other party for either in class or out of class reviewing. For 

example, when conducting the task on talking about family members, a family photo was 

transferred to the participants through this function, and abundant exchanges and lively discussions 

in Chinese were generated in relation to this photo. (also see discussion in Section 4.2.4) 

My video is a picture-in-picture self-image window on the computer screen where one can see 

oneself while watching the video image of the other party. It was found that this function was 

extremely useful in monitoring the performance of oneself during task performance. The researcher 

utilized this function constantly in every session to ensure that her paralinguistic cues promoted 

negotiation of meaning, as shown in Example E (1). Participants only used it to watch their own 

images in the videoconferencing, with the exception of Participant A, who used it to adjust the 

photos she wanted to show me through the Web camera. 

It is evident that these types of support afforded by NetMeeting are conducive to successful 

focus on form during task completion, and offered immense pedagogical values to L2 acquisition. 

The inter-relationship between the technological affordances and pedagogical values of 

videoconferencing is further discussed in Section 6.3.1. 

In summary, this section has discussed in great detail the frequency of interactional modification 

that occurred during the 34 successful sessions of NetMeeting, with an emphasis on the 19 sessions 

conducted with the distance participants. Examples of such interactional modification have been 

analyzed using the Varonis and Gass’s model. These examples demonstrate that videoconferencing 

allowed the participants to modify their interaction when there was a breakdown in task completion. 

It is also evident from these examples that videoconferencing-supported negotiation of meaning has 

its own distinct features in comparison to face-to-face or written interaction. A more in-depth 

discussion of the implications of these occasions of interactional modification will be conducted in 

Chapter 6. At this point in the discussion, the language learning potential of the tasks has been 

established as improvement in participants’ proficiency is evident in the negotiation routines 

analyzed above. Such improvement was further attested below by what the participants think about 

their improvement through these videoconferencing sessions. 

Perceived Improvement in Chinese proficiency 

As discussed in Section 3.4.2, the evaluation of the language learning potential of a task captures 

two groups of data: the opportunities for focus on form and learners’ perceived improvement in the 
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target language. While the above section has presented data on opportunities for focus on form, this 

section will report an improvement in the target language. Improvement has been observed both by 

the teacher and by themselves. 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by the on-campus participants 

Personal observations 

On observation, the improvement in speaking skills appeared to be more obvious for those with 

lower Chinese proficiency than for those who had already obtained better speaking skills. It was 

also discovered that the on-campus participants regarded learning new linguistic elements such as a 

new phrase or grammatical structure more important than improving communicative speaking skills. 

This is probably because they had been provided ample opportunities to practise speaking in their 

face-to-face learning environment. 

Participants’ perceived improvement in their Chinese proficiency. 

Question 2 in the Post-session Survey (PS-2) asks the participants to rate the usefulness of the tasks 

for improving their Chinese fluency. Figure 5.2 shows the number of entries for ‘very useful’, 

‘useful’, ‘OK’, ‘not very useful’, ‘not useful’. 

Figure 5.2 Data from the post-session surveys in Stage One – the usefulness of tasks for 
improving fluency (PS-2) 

Note: N=15 (15 surveys were collected with 5 from each of the three participants) 

It is obvious from the above figure that the overwhelming majority of the entries score the task 

as being very useful for improving the participants’ fluency in Chinese. 

To further determine the pedagogical values of videoconferencing in supporting the language 

potential of the tasks, PS-3 invites the participants to rate the usefulness of NetMeeting for the 

improvement of their fluency in Chinese, and the results are shown in Figure 5.3. 
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Figure 5.3 Data from post-session surveys in Stage One – the usefulness of NetMeeting for 
improving fluency (PS-3) 

Note: N=15 (15 surveys were collected with 5 from each of the three participants) 

In comparison with Figure 5.2, Figure 5.3 shows a slight disparity between ‘very useful’, ‘useful’ 

and ‘OK’, with a greater concentration still on ‘very useful’. 

PS-4 further solicits the particular aspects of perceived improvement in participants’ Chinese 

proficiency. Figure 5.4 demonstrates the results. 

Figure 5.4 Data from post-session surveys in Stage One – the aspects of improvement (PS-4) 

 

Figure 5.4 shows that listening (13) was the most improved skill through videoconferencing, 

closely followed by spontaneous responses (11) and speaking skills (10). 
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Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by the distance participants 

Personal observations 

After the first sessions with each participant, it became evident that most participants only 

possessed a minimum level of interactional and communicative skills in Chinese. Such low 

proficiency in spoken Chinese was manifested in their poor listening ability, poor pronunciation and 

tones, and lack of spontaneous replies and interactional phrases for everyday conversations. 

Participants’ low proficiency in listening constituted a major factor in conversation breakdowns. I 

often had to repeat a simple sentence a number of times before they could grasp the meaning. Due 

to lack of training in listening, they tended to listen for individual words, instead of listening to the 

meaning of the whole sentence. In other words, they did not know how to infer meaning according 

to the context. For example, Participant C kept writing down the sentences she heard and translating 

them in her mind before attempting an answer. The participants’ incorrect pronunciation and tones 

also contributed to their listening difficulty. For example, a simple sentence, such as ‘ni xihuan xue 

zhongwen ma’ (do you like learning Chinese), was lost on Participant A in Session One. She could 

not comprehend ‘xihuan’ (like). But when I wrote the characters on the Whiteboard, she recognized 

and understood them immediately. This indicates that she had learned the characters for ‘xihuan’ but 

she had seldom heard it spoken, and thus was unfamiliar with its correct pronunciation. It was later 

discovered that she pronounced it as ‘sheehun’. Obviously her incorrect pronunciation and tones 

aggravated her difficulty in comprehension when the correct utterance was heard. However, it was 

also observed that, when the participants read the questions they had prepared beforehand, these 

questions were usually correct, and with a degree of sophistication. For example, when reading her 

prepared questions, Participant A looked much more relaxed and her sentences were mostly correct, 

with complicated structures learned in the course. However, when I replied to her questions in 

Chinese, she could not understand my answers, although I used the same structures and similar 

vocabulary. Sometimes she asked for clarification in English, other times she just ignored them 

because she could not understand. 

Furthermore, when asked a question in Chinese, even if the participants understood the meaning 

after a number of repetitions from the teacher, they still did not know how to reply in correct 

Chinese, nor could they reply with reasonable spontaneity. Few verbal fillers or parentheses were 

used or understood, and little in the way of spontaneous replies could be generated. 

To summarize, in the first videoconferencing sessions, with most participants, the role-play was 

accomplished with great difficulty. I had to control the conversation and speak English constantly to 

ensure understanding. To improve the quality of negotiation of meaning, a list of frequently used 

phrases was e-mailed to each participant at the end of the first session. The conversation became 
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more natural and less interrupted in the following sessions because the participants learned to use 

these frequently-used phrases to maintain the flow of conversation. For example, in the second 

session, most participants could request clarification of meaning in Chinese, referring to the list of 

phrases e-mailed to them. Despite their low spoken proficiency, as the sessions progressed, the 

participants’ interactional, speaking and listening skills improved rapidly. 

Similar to the findings from Stage One, the distance participants with lower Chinese proficiency 

progressed with greater speed than those with a higher proficiency. And the average progress of the 

distance participants was much more obvious than that of the on-campus students. Very often, after 

the first two sessions, the participants were observed to be able to produce more quality output and 

were more at ease with speaking and listening to the language. More quality interactional 

modifications, modifications of output and spontaneous replies were generated towards the end of 

the trial. Data clearly demonstrates that with sufficient oral-visual interaction in the target language, 

learners’ speaking skills can improve, even in a short period of time. Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing proved to be capable of supporting such interaction. 

Participants’ perceived improvement in Chinese proficiency 

The participants also confirmed that their Chinese proficiency, especially with regard to their 

listening and speaking skills, had improved throughout their five sessions. Participants’ perception 

of their improvement was sought both in the post-session interviews and the post-trial surveys. The 

benefit of the spontaneous use of the language was favourably perceived by Participant A as early as 

in Session One: 

Eh, My Chinese isn’t very good, and, when, when I’m sitting writing Chinese, it’s fine. When I 

got my dictionary with me, it’s fine. But then if I’m put on the spot, trying to remember the 

words, it’s very, very difficult. Now this for me is a very good practice. 

Participant C reported an improvement in her listening comprehension at the end of Session 

Three, even though she had the lowest listening skills when we first started the NetMeeting sessions 

and could not understand the simplest questions. 

Yeah, yeah. I can often, sometimes, need to hear it, maybe twice, three times, then I can pick up 

bits of it, as I was doing last time and sort of, as you suggested, sort of, get the context from 

what I am hearing. 

With a similar level of listening and speaking proficiency before the videoconferencing sessions, 

when asked if she thought her listening was improved at the end of Session Five, Participant A 

affirmed with confidence: 
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Participant A: Improved. 

R: Improved? 

Participant A: Like I could, I could understand most the words you were saying today, and 

trying… 

Similar improvement was also perceived by participants with better Chinese proficiency. 

Although with the highest listening and speaking skills in Chinese among the distance participants, 

Participant B was also very positive about his achievement as early as in Session Three, as shown in 

the following excerpt of the interview. 

Very useful [Session Three]. The last session would’ve been useful. It was just the technical 

difficulties that made it frustrating. But I really profited out of the first and this session, I 

profited an awful lot. If I had session like this on a regular basis, I think I would make, you 

know, considerable progress. 

At the end of Session Four, he further explained his improvement as follows: 

Participant B: Em. Just, just the fact that I get a chance to use, to use the language in a direct 

conversation which I normally don’t have. I… 

R: like spontaneous reply. Do you think you’ve improved in that way, when we have 

spontaneous conversations? 

Participant B: Yeah, I, I, definitely. You know it becomes easier to, to sort of, to spontaneously 

respond in Chinese. I don’t have to, I don’t have to grab as much for words any 

more as I did initially. 

Similar improvement was also expressed by Participant E at the end of Session Five, who also 

enjoyed a better Chinese proficiency than most of the participants: 

Yeah, I do. And actually I can just sense now, now that we have actually met a couple of times 

that had good connections, I can see each time you’ve taught me several new things. So yes I 

can. Now I can start to see well. If I were to be doing this regularly, I would be learning so 

many new things to say, plus having you correct me. When I spontaneously say something and 

get it wrong a little bit, you straight away say no le, or you add what I have done wrong. And I 

think it’s a very good enforcement to have too. 

Participants also enjoyed learning new grammatical structures and vocabulary, as manifested in 

the post-session interview following Session Three. For example, Participant E acknowledged her 

enjoyment of using and learning the language. 



 178

Yeah. I really did. What I enjoyed today was being able to practise some familiar things that I 

knew, plus learning some new phrases. As I said to you before I really enjoy learning new 

phrases. When they come up in conversations, and you point out something that I could say or a 

new word or phrase, I really enjoy that. 

Participant A also expressed delight at learning something new with each task at the completion 

of Session Two: 

[…] The kind of thing it’s [the task] asking you should do is good because it, it. Um there’s all 

sorts of vocabulary that you, that I’m learning. From all the little, from the things I have to work 

out what to say, I am learning all sorts of grammar, vocabulary. So yeah, I think it’s really good. 

Furthermore, participants’ improved language proficiency was also discussed in the post-trial 

survey. For example, question PTS-2.2 requires the participants to indicate the strengths of 

NetMeeting for language learning. Table 5.3 demonstrates that the provision of instant feedback, 

spontaneous interaction and improvement in listening skills were perceived unanimously as the 

positive impact of videoconferencing on the participants’ learning. 

Table 5.3 Results from Stage Two evaluation of NetMeeting – strengths of NetMeeting for 
language learning (PTS-2.2) 

Aspects of improvement Results 

(a) Building my confidence in speaking Chinese 

(b) Reducing my anxiety in learning Chinese 

(c) Reducing isolation in learning in distance mode 

(d) Increasing my motivation in learning the language 

(e) Seeing the person I am talking to 

(f) Allowing instant feedback from the teacher 

(g) Allowing mistakes to be corrected on the spot 

(h) Providing me the opportunity to interact spontaneously with someone 

(i) Negotiating for meaning using Chinese 

(j) Allowing me to ask for more information using Chinese 

(k) Allowing me to clarify meaning using Chinese 

(l) Inferring meaning according to the context 

(m) Improving my listening skill 

4 

2 

3 

3 

3 

4 

4 

4 

3 

4 

4 

3 

4 

Note: N = 4 

Almost all the participants believed that the impact of videoconferencing on the above aspects of 

language learning assisted their Chinese acquisition. In order to further determine the degree of 

improvement in their oral-visual interaction in the target language, question PTS-2.7 asks the 
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participants to identify the specific aspects of improvement in their Chinese language learning after 

the five videoconferencing sessions with each participant (see Appendix D). Again, the results show 

that listening, speaking and conversational tactics were unanimously agreed upon as the most 

improved aspects corresponding with the results in question PTS-2.2 in Table 5.3. 

It was hypothesized in Chapter 2 that the provision of oral-visual interaction supported by 

videoconferencing facilitates language acquisition. Already confirmed by the above-discussed 

improvement in participants’ Chinese proficiency, this hypothesis was further tested in the Post-

Trial Survey. Question PTS-2.11 asked the participants to rate the importance of oral-visual 

interaction to language acquisition on a 10-point scale. One participant marked ‘1’ and the other 

three marked ‘2’, suggesting that they unanimously believed that oral-visual interaction was 

essential to language learning. Participant B further commented on his entry by saying that such 

interaction is “important in providing visual cues involved in the communication process” and it is 

“useful also for demonstrating and correcting sound formation in establishing correct 

pronunciation”. Participant D also explained his choice by saying: 

If you cannot speak with and see anyone while you are learning a language, it is very difficult to 

improve and to become fluent. It is integral that a student be able to practise what they are 

learning. 

Participant E believed that oral-visual interaction “creates more of a classroom feeling which is a 

useful adjunct to all of the individual study that must be done by a distance education student”. 

Summary 

This section has presented data in regard to the language learning potential of videoconferencing 

supported tasks, addressing issues such as the provision of focus on form and the improvement in 

the participants’ target language proficiency. Data demonstrates that these tasks offer abundant 

language learning potential through videoconferencing-supported interaction, and that all 

participants believed that videoconferencing provided them with the much-needed opportunity to 

improve their listening, speaking and interactional skills. The lengthy and detailed presentation of 

data in this section can be justified by Chapelle’s (2001, p. 58) contention that “the criteria of 

language learning potential should be considered the most important”. 

5.2.3 Learner fit 

This section investigates the fit between the linguistic level of the participants and that required by 

the tasks. Different learner characteristics of the two groups of participants – the on-campus and the 
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distance participants – is also examined for the judgment on the appropriateness of tasks for 

videoconferencing. 

Participants’ level of proficiency in Chinese 

Theoretically speaking, the proficiency level of the on-campus and distance groups should be 

similar, as both groups had just finished the first two semesters of Chinese language learning. 

However, data revealed that, due to lack of speaking practice, the average level of general Chinese 

proficiency of the distance participants, was much lower than that of the on-campus students, 

despite the fact that the proficiency level varied from participant to participant. Among the three 

participants in Stage One, two had a comparatively higher level of proficiency and Student 3 

possessed comparatively poor listening and speaking skills. In Stage Two, Participant B was a very 

fluent speaker, while Participant A and C could not conduct a basic conversation in Chinese at the 

start of the trial. Participant D and E were at a similar level as Student 3 in the on-campus group. 

The level of difficulty of the tasks 

As discussed in Section 3.3.6, when setting the level of difficulty of the tasks, the textbooks for both 

the on-campus and distance students were used as a reference. Care was taken to ensure that only 

basic grammar and limited vocabulary would be sufficient for completing these tasks. 

Participants’ perceptions on the level of difficulty of the tasks 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by on-campus students 

All three participants confirmed that the tasks designed for each session were set at the right level of 

difficulty. Table 5.4 summarizes participants’ responses at the post-session interviews in regard to 

the level of difficulty of the tasks. 

Table 5.4 Results from Stage One evaluation – the level of difficulty of the tasks  
Participants Session One Session Two Session Three Session Four Session Five 

Student 1 It’s so so. Just about the 
right level. 

About the right 
level. 

A bit 
difficult. 

It’s OK. 

Student 2 A little bit 
difficult. 

It was quite 
easy. 

It’s about the 
right level. 

About the 
right level. 

It was OK. 

Student 3 No data available 
(The participant 
was not asked this 
question). 

It wasn’t too 
easy but it 
was fine. 

Good. Not too 
easy but not too 
difficult either. 

It’s about the 
right level. 

It was fine. 

Note: *For transcripts of some of the post-session interviews, see Appendix E. 

In the comprehensive interview at the end of Stage One, the participants’ opinions on the level of 

difficulty of the task were sought from a different angle. They were asked if they thought their 
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Chinese proficiency was good enough to accomplish the tasks. The replies were all positive, 

confirming that the tasks were set at the right level of difficulty (see Appendix E). 

Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by the distance students 

Results from the evaluation by the distance participants, on the whole, support the findings from the 

evaluation by the on-campus students. At the end of each session, the participants were immediately 

interviewed by telephone to discuss their experiences during the session. Participants’ responses in 

regard to the level of difficulty of the tasks are recapitulated in Table 5.5. 

Table 5.5 Results from Stage Two evaluation – the level of difficulty of the tasks 
Participants Session One Session Two Session Three Session Four Session Five 

Participant A I’d say it was 
the level I am 
supposed to be 
on. It was OK. 

I’d say about the 
right level. It 
would; it’s 
definitely not too 
easy, but I don’t 
think it’s too 
difficult either. 

It was about 
the right level 
for me. 

I think about 
the right level 
for me. 

About the 
right level. 

 

Participant B It was just 
right. 

No it wasn’t too 
difficult, but it 
was sort of 
stretched a little 
bit. 

It was a bit 
demanding. 
But it was OK. 

I didn’t find it 
difficult. It was 
the right level. 

Not too 
difficult, not 
too easy. 

Participant C It was not too 
difficult but 
not easy either. 

It was OK. It was about 
right. I don’t 
think it was too 
easy. But I 
think it was a 
doable task. 

* * 

Participant D No data due to 
unsuccessful 
session. 

No data due to 
unsuccessful 
session. 

No data due to 
unsuccessful 
session. 

No data due to 
unsuccessful 
session. 

It was a 
good level. 

Participant E [The task was 
not difficult]. 
It was a very 
familiar 
territory. It’s 
spontaneity I 
found difficult. 

Good, I think it’s 
good. 

About the right 
level today. 

A little bit 
difficult but 
very useful. 

It was OK. 

Notes: *Participant C withdrew from the trial after the first three sessions. 
*For transcripts of some of the post-session interviews, see excerpts in Appendix F. 

The above data suggests that all participants believed that the level of difficulty of the Tasks was 

within their grasp. Such a level of agreement did not mean that they never encountered any 

difficulties in task completion. However, they could usually pinpoint the source of the difficulty as 

shown in the following excerpt from the interview at the completion of Session One: 
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Participant A: I’d say, I’d say it was the level I am supposed to be on. It was, it was OK. I don’t 

think it was too difficult. I think it was just the fact that I am a little bit nervous 

with Chinese. 

R: Mm Mm. 

Participant A: Yeah, but I don’t think the content’s too difficult. 

Summary 

Data from both stages one and two confirms the fit between the participants’ level of proficiency in 

Chinese and the level of difficulty of the three sets of tasks, despite the fact that the proficiency 

level of the participants varied. The reasons for such consensus are manifold and will be discussed 

in Chapter 6. 

5.2.4 Authenticity 

Major issues under investigation in this section are whether the tasks designed for the NetMeeting 

sessions were perceived to be useful in and related to real life, and whether these tasks can help the 

students cultivate communicative skills. 

Progressive improvement on the authenticity of the tasks 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by on-campus participants 

As described in Section 3.3.6, there were three sets of tasks designed for the two stages of 

NetMeeting evaluation. The major theme of Set 1 (see Table 3.6 for its content) is a job application. 

It consists of five subtasks all relating to the major theme, although each has its own central topic(s) 

such as a telephone conversation enquiring about details of the job, inviting a friend to have coffee 

together and talking about the job, and a job interview, etc. Care was taken to include in the 

subtasks topics about everyday activities, such as food, price, directions and one’s own life 

experiences. These topics were selected in consideration that they would be of interest to the 

participants while ascertaining that the linguistic structures and vocabulary were within the grasp of 

the participants. 

It was discovered in Stage One that students tended to deviate from the main task and talk about 

themselves and their daily activities. Besides, some participants also suggested that a greater variety 

of topics be introduced in the tasks. For example, when asked about the limitations of the tasks at 

the end of Session Five, Student 1 mentioned: 

I guess the tasks are drawn by the teacher. If you want to talk about something else, the task 

might not let you do that, because they have the limitations of what the teacher put down for the 

tasks. 



 183

Student 2 also preferred topics about more everyday activities as she commented following 

Session Five: 

I think it’s very useful, the different situations. Probably would have preferred something more 

with shopping and buying things. And things like how to cook this or where to put this away. 

Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by the distance participants 

In view of the on-campus participants’ tendency to talk about themselves, Set 2 of the tasks (see 

Table 3.7 for the contents of Set 2) was introduced in Stage Two. Set 2 retains all the contents in Set 

1 but with the addition of a free chat at the beginning of each subtask, in order to relax the 

participants and provide them with an opportunity to talk about things of particular interest to them. 

Thus the first 5–10 minutes of each session were dedicated to this free chat, that is, no specific 

topic(s) were set. The teacher and the students could talk about anything they wanted to, for 

example, the weather, the food they had eaten that day, the movie they watched the week before or 

someone they both knew. Apart from putting the participants at ease, this free chat also served the 

purpose of mentally preparing them for thinking in Chinese. After the free conversation, they would 

then move to the main task for the session. 

Set 2 was trialled with the distance participants and they all enjoyed the free chat. Furthermore, 

during the course of this stage of the evaluation, some improvements to the tasks were deemed 

necessary in view of the emerging characteristics of the distance learners. 

It was found that role-plays with the teacher seemed somewhat awkward for some distance 

participants. For example, I found that Participant B constantly reverted to talking about himself 

during the role-plays. When interviewed on this, Participant B replied, 

I just found it personally…difficult to go into role-plays like that. But it’s probably useful tools 

to sort of, you know, introduce situations and vocabulary and so on. I can see the point but I 

found it difficult. 

When asked what kind of tasks he would prefer, Participant B offered: “I personally would 

prefer a more informal way, you know, if you could just, you know, engage in a conversation, and 

introduce, you know, certain curriculum material you want to introduce”. At the end of the trial with 

him, he also commented: 

Participant B: I would prefer, you know, not as structured as this, you know what I mean?…we 

went through a set. In the five sessions we went through this procedure of me 

applying for the job…but I would prefer personally less structured in that way. 

R: But would you prefer we have a topic for each session? 
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Participant B: Yes a topic. Maybe just a topic. And then to loosely engage in dialogue around that 

topic, I think that would suit me better. 

It also became evident after the first sessions with a few participants that some participants 

forgot many basic grammatical structures and vocabulary they had learned before, probably due to 

lack of practice. It was then deemed important to make the participants explicitly aware of these 

basic grammatical rules when preparing for and completing these tasks. 

In view of the above findings, Set 3 (see Table 3.8 for the contents of Set 3) was then brought in 

to include a combination of real-world tasks such as talking about oneself and one’s family, and 

pedagogical tasks such as role-plays. Care was also taken to design the tasks in such a way that 

basic grammatical rules and structures were specified in task descriptions and required to be used 

together with more complicated ones. When Set 3 was e-mailed to the participants in Stage Two, 

everyone chose it with the exception of Participant B, who by then had already completed his five 

sessions. Participant A opted for Set 3 after finishing the first two sessions in Set 2. She compared 

the two sets of tasks and commented: 

Participant A: Good. I, I, I actually enjoyed the task [Set 3, Task 1 – Talking about myself] a lot 

better than, than the previous task. Probably because it was easier, and, and more 

basic Chinese, kind of like talking about myself and asking you questions. It was 

probably more interactive than the last one [Set 2, Task 2 – A telephone 

conversation between two friends]. 

[…] 

Participant A: …I think talking about yourself you can explore and you can start to look at new 

vocabulary as you think about what you do. You then start to look, looking for 

more Chinese and to explore a bit more where as in those role-plays, it was quite, it 

was difficult to imagine, and look for new words that way. 

[…] 

R: Um, did you think the task was useful in real life? 

Participant A: Yes! Yes. 

Again, when asked what she thought of the task in Session 4, She replied: 

Participant A: Good! 

R:  Good? 

Participant A: Yeah, I’m, I’m enjoying, I enjoyed your other subtasks as well, but I’m enjoying 

these tasks about, something about like myself and my family because it’s, it’s very 

basic Chinese and… 
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R: Yeah. 

Participant A: …and I think I need this because I don’t talk to anybody in Chinese. I’m getting 

this opportunity now with you, it’s good just to talk about those basic things. 

R: Yeah, yeah. 

Participant A: So yeah, I enjoyed the task. 

It was also observed that the participants were aware of the specified linguistic forms for each 

session and consciously used them in their conversations. For example, they made an effort to use le 

in the session focusing on the use of le. 

Participants’ perception on the authenticity of the tasks 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by the on-campus participants 

The participants were interviewed after each session on the usefulness of the tasks in real life. All 

participants believed that the tasks were authentic and related to real life. For example, at the end of 

Session One, Student 2 was very positive about the authenticity of the task, and further explained: 

Student 2: Yeah it’s [this session] very fun. 

R: Why did you say that? 

Student 2: Umm, talking about just everyday things. 

R: Yeah? 

Student 2: So it gives me a chance to practise the structure of my sentences as well. 

At the completion of Session One, Student 1 also confirmed that “this task is more of real life 

situations” and that “if you have more real life situations in the speaking, speaking activities, it’ll be 

very useful”. The same positive feedback was also received from Student 3. (see Appendix E) 

Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by distance participants 

Responses from the distance participants in Stage Two also confirmed the relevancy of the tasks to 

the real world. Upon completing Session One, Participant B talked about such relevancy: 

Participant B: Oh, yes, obviously. I mean this is the sort of thing you want to do. I think this little 

task actually lacks in the other materials we are getting through Griffith. 

R: …So what do you think of this session as a whole? 

Participant B: I thought it was very useful. I don’t get the opportunity to do something like this 

normally. I only listen to the audio tapes, that’s you know, missing that dynamic 

and interaction. 

R: Yeah, did you enjoy it? 
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Participant B: Yes. Very much, want to do it again. 

At the end of Session Four, Participant B again pointed out the authenticity of the tasks by saying 

that “it was a useful task” and that “I like most of the things we’ve done, something you do in 

everyday life”. Participant E offered more detailed comments on the usefulness of the tasks after 

completing sessions Four and Five. 

…I think both of the tasks today are really essential for anyone who wants to communicate in 

Chinese. They all are. They’ve all been really essential but, I think the sort of things we are 

talking about today would be often what you would ask some one, the first task, often you 

would ask someone each time you are meeting in the street, those sorts of questions about, 

where is something, how do you get somewhere. I thought that was really good. And tourism is 

often easy to talk about. 

At the end of Session Two, Participant A also agreed that the task was closely related to every 

day life “because it’s a phone call and you talk about directions” and because “the task involves a 

lot of daily activities”. To Participant C, all the tasks she had completed were very beneficial in real 

life, as shown in the following remarks on the activities in Session Two: 

That was, well, I thought the activity was very good. What we did was useful.…it’s really good 

to be able to hear and try to use some of the language. 

Summary 

Data in this section shows that the authenticity of the tasks underwent progressive improvement 

during the two stages of the evaluation in accordance with the participants’ needs. While the 

participants’ tendency to talk about their own life experiences as opposed to the prescribed 

pedagogical tasks was evident in the evaluation, they all believed that the pedagogical tasks were 

also relevant to and useful in real life, and they all enjoyed these tasks. 

5.2.5 Positive impact 

In essence, the positive impact of videoconferencing refers to any impacts apart from those 

discussed in language learning potential of the tasks (Section 5.2.2). In this section, four issues will 

be under close investigation here in view of their significant importance to this research – the 

impact of video, the impact of videoconferencing on the reduction of the sense of isolation, on 

confidence building and on enthusiasm in distance language learning. As these impacts of 

videoconferencing were more manifest among the distance participants than among the on-campus 

learners, data presented in this section centres on the perceptions of the distance participants from 
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Stage Two of the evaluation, while perceptions of the on-campus participants will be used as a 

comparison. 

The impact of the video 

In Section 5.2.2, the importance of video was perceived and discussed in terms of its linguistic 

benefits and its support for task completion. This section will examine the role that the real-time 

video played in establishing personal links and teacher-learner rapport during oral-visual interaction 

via videoconferencing. Being a major component of videoconferencing, this role should not be 

neglected. The video transmits in real time the facial expressions of the two parties and their body 

movements above the shoulders. During the videoconferencing sessions, participants were not 

explicitly required to watch the video, but the video was on their desktop throughout the sessions. 

The importance of the video was firmly confirmed by the participants, especially the distance 

participants. 

Findings from Stage One – evaluation by the on-campus participants 

In Stage One, it was observed that the participants only looked at the video at the beginning of each 

session for a few minutes and then they seemed to ignore the video and concentrate on listening and 

speaking. This observation was further confirmed by the participants in the post-session interviews. 

For example, Student 3 admitted that she did not pay much attention to the video in Session one. 

…I was like, oh my god, what’s that word? you know like I was just trying to concentrate, I 

didn’t even look at you really because (a) you were blurred and (b) I was more focusing on your 

voice than your face. 

However, Student 2’s perception of the importance of the video underwent a change from being 

positive to less positive. For instance, in Session 1, Student 2 believed that visual input was 

important for language acquisition. 

Student 2: […]. I’ve used programs to just talk but not to see. It makes it a whole lot different, 

because you can see the person. Because we learn Chinese you can see the 

expression on the face. 

R: Is that important for learning language. 

Student 2: I think it’s important. Yeah. Because you not only can see, but you sort of can see 

the rhythm of the speaker to try to correct yourself. 

However, in Session 5, she seemed to look at the importance of video from a different angle: 

Student 2: It [the video] may have been important, but to me I felt it wasn’t that important as 

the previous sessions, like the first and the second. 
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R: Just imagine if we didn’t have the video, how would you feel about that? 

Student 2: Not having the pictures at all? 

R: Yep, not at all. 

Student 2: Umm. I think it might, I think it might help. It might help take the distraction away. 

R: Oh? So it might be better? 

Student 2: Yeah. Umm maybe for the first time or the first two times it might be good to see 

your teacher and who you’re talking to so you can match the face with the person’s 

voice. But after that I think it might be more beneficial to just listen. 

On the whole, the video was not perceived essential to language learning by the on-campus 

participants. This perception forms a distinct contrast to that obtained from the distance participants. 

Findings from Stage Two – evaluation by distance participants 

It was observed that, apart from looking down at their notes, the distance participants always kept 

their eyes on the video image. Although the video could be frozen or delayed at times, such quality 

did not seem to deter them from watching the video all the time. They were all delighted to see me, 

and a friendly and positive atmosphere was usually created. This observation was further supported 

by the participants’ feedback in the end-of-session interviews. All participants confirmed that they 

constantly watched the video image in every session. Participant A reported that she watched the 

video all the time, apart from when she was looking down at her notes. She discussed the 

importance of video at the completion of Session Two by saying that “I think more than anything it 

helps just the fact that we can see each other”, and that “it’s a bit more personal than just talking on 

the phone”. 

As mentioned in Section 4.3.3, Participant E did not have good video quality due to her limited 

laptop power. However she still looked at the video all the time throughout the sessions because she 

enjoyed the personal contact with her teacher, as she indicated at the end of Session 1. 

Participant E: […] I think my overwhelming impression that, is that it was really nice to have 

something personal, to feel like a personal contact. And that’s, that’s a really 

favourable impression that I got from the whole exercise. 

R: Because of the video or ? 

Participant E: Yeah, I really did feel like I had met you. 

For Participant C, video was considered important for linguistic reasons as well as for the access 

to personal contact. She commented at the completion of Session Two that the video helped to 
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“watch the mouth” and that “there were a couple of instances you were showing the different mouth 

positions” of some of the words. 

Answers to the question (PTS-2.5 in Appendix D) about the aspects of NetMeeting that they 

liked also support the importance of video as perceived by the participants. Participant B 

commented: 

I liked the one on one nature of the medium which provided for very intensive lessons. Plus the 

features of Netmeeting [Netmeeting] that allowed for instant feedback (e.g. whiteboard), and 

introduction of other materials e.g.: documents (sharing) and video […] relevant to the context 

of the face to face dialogue. 

Question PTS-2.8 (Appendix D) required the participants to indicate on a 10 point scale the 

importance of video to the improvement of listening and speaking skills, 1 representing ‘important’ 

and 10 ‘not important’. Participant A indicated 1, and offered the following reasons for her choice: 

The video is very important, because it is more personal to speak to each other face to face than 

on the phone.…And again it is nice to have that face to face contact, and put a face to the name, 

both for student and teacher. The video can be a little scary at first, especially if you have not 

used netmeeting [NetMeeting] before in other situations. But like any new technology, it is also 

exciting, and any nerves of using the video quickly disappear! 

Again, the above comment indicates that the provision of personal links was regarded as an 

important attribute of the video function. To Participant D, who marked 3 on the scale, to 

establishing a personal learning environment assists language acquisition: 

I think it is important, because it is helpful to ‘see’ your teacher. To have a telephone conference 

would not be as good. Seeing your teacher is more personal, and it makes you more comfortable, 

which assists with learning. Of course video is not as important as audio, but it is still significant. 

Participant E chose 4 on the scale and explained that “the video quality I experienced was never 

good enough to allow me to see my tutor’s lips clearly, but I still got a lot from my sessions”. 

Because she used a laptop, the video quality was affected by the limited power of her computer. 

Participant B chose 1 on the scale and commented the importance of video from a linguistic 

perspective. (see Section 5.2.2) 

In summary, a distinctively contrasting perception was obtained from the two-stage evaluation in 

regard to the importance of video. While the on-campus participants regarded video as an added 
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value, the distance participants valued the video for its provision of personal links and paralinguistic 

cues, both being perceived as crucial to language acquisition. 

The impact of videoconferencing on the reduction of isolation 

Closely related to the impact of the video is the impact of videoconferencing on the reduction of 

isolation commonly experienced by distance language learners. The establishment, through the 

video, of personal contact between the teacher and the participants was genuinely appreciated and 

highly valued by the distance participants, as clearly evident in the interview segments presented 

above. Again, such enthusiasm did not surface among the on-campus participants, none of whom 

showed any enthusiasm for being able to see the teacher. On the contrary, the distance participants 

welcomed with great enthusiasm the opportunity to interact with another human being, despite the 

not-so-perfect sound and video quality. The participants’ enthusiasm, tolerance of the technology 

and appreciation of the opportunity to interact with others are plainly manifested in the following 

excerpt from the interview with Participant A immediately following the first session: 

Participant A:…Like I’ve been studying Chinese now a little over six months and I haven’t been able 

to talk to anybody really, so this communication is really good. 

[…] 

R: Yeah, because I think you don’t have this kind of exercise. 

Participant A: That’s right. Exactly, yeah. And this is what I need to do . 

R: Hm 

Participant A: Break that, to break that barrier. Now I’ve been a little bit more confident after 

today’s session. So 

R: Yeah. 

Participant A: Next session may be a little bit better and then, hahh. 

In the post-trial survey, question PTS-2.5 asked what the participants liked when 

using NetMeeting for learning Chinese. Participant A again showed her appreciation of 

such an opportunity to interact with the tutor. 

It was just so nice as a distant student learning a difficult language to have face-to-face tutor 

contact. Distance students normally are studying via distance ed because they are busy – so it 

was a bonus to be able to practise speaking Chinese with my tutor in my own home! 
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Such positive reception of videoconference was also manifested in question PTS-2.2 (see Table 5.3), 

which indicates that most participants believed that videoconferencing helped with the reduction of 

the sense of isolation in their language learning. 

The impact of the videoconferencing on confidence building 

Personal observations 

Confidence building is another positive impact of videoconferencing that manifested itself strongly 

during the trial with the distance participants. In contrast, none of the on-campus participants even 

mentioned this issue. Due to lack of exposure to oral-visual interaction, a common feeling of 

apprehension among the distance participants existed even before the trial, as Participant C 

described in her e-mail: 

[…] I was still undecided as to whether I wanted to take part or not. I really do, but was a little 

apprehensive about it! Hopefully my fear will be overcome after I have tried it once! 

It was also observed in the videoconferencing sessions, especially in the first sessions, that most 

participants were very nervous about speaking Chinese and often had a mental block when spoken 

to in Chinese because they had seldom had the opportunity to communicate with anyone in Chinese. 

Such apprehension was clearly evident in the case study with Participant A (see Section 5.2.2). 

However, as the sessions proceeded, it became apparent that they were gradually gaining 

confidence and could produce more quality output. 

Participants’ perceptions 

Confidence building was cited by all the distance participants as one of the advantages of using 

videoconferencing to learn Chinese in distance mode. For example, Participant B admitted in the 

interview following Session Three that “every time I feel more confident that I can use the 

language”. This kind of confidence-building process also happened to Participant C who had the 

lowest level of proficiency in spoken Chinese. She became more confident even as early as the 

second videoconferencing session. 

Participant C: A little bit [of improvement in speaking skills]. I probably wasn’t quite nervous 

this time. […] so each time it gets a little bit easier, I’m more prepared to have a bit 

of a go at it. hahh without feeling I am going to make terrible mistakes, hahh. So 

that’s improving my confidence in that regard. 

R: Yeah, good, hahh. OK, so more of your confidence than speaking skills? Is it? 

Participant C: Yeah. Yeah. What it is actually being game enough to actually use it without 

feeling like, you know, I’m going to make a terrible blue or something. 
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In Session Three, she also mentioned that “it’s good for my confidence to actually speak with 

you” and that “it’s making me feel more confident about the language. 

Participant A also stressed that she felt more confident as each session progressed. For example, 

in Session Four, when asked about her improvement compared with the previous session, she 

confirmed: 

Participant A: Yes, a big improvement. 

R: Big improvement. Like in what, in what area? 

Participant A: Em, just the confidence with, and, and I suppose like I used to, whenever I tried to 

think and say something in Chinese, I was just freeze. And even though I probably 

knew the words, I couldn’t think of them and couldn’t put them together. Each 

session I have been able to, eh, like it’s not so scary anymore to try to be put on the 

spot and asked the question. Yeah I am improving in that way. 

In the post-trial survey, Participant A further confirmed her re-ignited motivation after 

completing the five videoconferencing sessions (PTS-2.5): 

Before the sessions, I used to freeze when I tried to string a sentence together spontaneously! 

Netmeeting [NetMeeting] has enabled me to overcome that initial fear of being asked a question 

in Chinese, to only feel embarrassed that I cannot think of a response, even though I have 

learned the words! I am not quite fluent yet (ha ha!), but I definitely have the confidence now to 

take on further challenges in Chinese conversation! 

In comparison with Participant A, Participant E had encountered a much greater range of 

problems both during the installation of NetMeeting and during the actual sessions (e.g. a faulty 

Webcam, a firewall and limited laptop capacity). Despite all these problems and frustrations she 

enjoyed the sessions so much that, after the trial, she was willing to meet me again online once her 

school technician had solved the problem of the firewall at her school. Her excitement about the 

chance to use Chinese and sense of achievement were clearly demonstrated in the following 

interview excerpt (Session Five): 

R: I was surprised when I said “wen ni duixiang hao” (Say hello to your boyfriend). 

And you said quickly “yi ding zhuangao” (I’ll certainly pass it on). Very quickly. 

Really. Just like we were in a, you know, real conversation. 

Participant E: Hahh. I got very excited when those things happen. After Wednesday’s meeting, I 

went home on a real high. Hahh 

R: Hahh. 
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Participant E: I was so excited. Hahh, I was a bit excited today when I got back to school, I was 

bouncing upstairs and I ran into the technician who tried to help me, I said oh, I 

just had another NetMeeting, […] So, Yeah, I still feel a bit on a high again. Wo 

huijian yihou, yiding he yi da bei hong putao jiu (After I get home, I must have a 

big glass of red wine). 

[…] 

R: To celebrate. 

Participant E: Celebrate, qingzhu. Yeah, definitely. 

[…] 

R: […] And do you feel more confident [ with your Chinese? 

Participant E: [Definitely, yeah. Definitely. 

Replies to question PTS-2.2 (see Table 5.3) also demonstrate that all participants believed that 

they became more confident in speaking Chinese during the NetMeeting sessions. 

Participants’ enthusiasm in videoconferencing supported DLE 

The distance participants’ enthusiasm in videoconferencing supported learning was evident not only 

in their strong belief in the pedagogical and motivational values of videoconferencing, but also in 

their unanimous endorsement that videoconferencing be incorporated in distance language learning. 

In the Post-Trial Survey, question PTS-2.13 explicitly solicits participants’ opinions on whether 

NetMeeting should be incorporated into the Open Learning Chinese program after the trial. All 

participants welcomed such a component in their learning. The advantages of the inclusion of 

videoconferencing were viewed from the following perspectives: linguistic benefits, the increase of 

motivation, reduction of isolation and the effective pedagogical values of the videoconference. For 

example, Participant A believed: 

Yes I do think that netmeeting [Netmeeting] should be incorporated into the OLA Chinese 

Program, because of all the reasons above! The trial has been a great opportunity for me to 

improve my Chinese, and therefore using netmeeting [Netmeeting] as a set part of the course 

would obviously be nothing but advantageous for students and their results, and most 

importantly their enthusiasm and motivation by having fun learning Chinese! 

Participant B appreciated the importance of videoconferencing in terms of its linguistic benefits 

to the learner, as shown in the following excerpt taken from the Session Two interview: 

Participant B: Speaking about suggestions, what I would feel, personally feel that this type of 

delivery would be really useful for pronunciation drills, because when you are 
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studying on your own, it’s very hard, you know, to just pick it up off the tapes, 

because you can’t, you don’t get the, you need the visual as well, how the sound is 

formed. Also you need instant eh, instant feedback, specially for the still too…yeah. 

If you got mistakes, to correct them instantly so you don’t form bad habits. 

R: OK pronunciation drills. 

Participant B: I thought it would be very good for that. In case…the camera setting is good as it is, 

fairly close up, you can see the face and how the sounds are formed. But when we 

do a, a you know, little role-play, it might be better, I don’t know if the camera is 

good enough for that, if you could sit back a little bit, you see more of the body 

language. 

In her reply to question PTS-2.13, Participant E emphasized both the provision of motivation and 

linguistic benefits through videoconferencing: 

[…] I absolutely loved having the opportunity to converse with someone in Chinese. Apart from 

being exciting, it motivated me to continue studying, and gave me some much needed contact 

with someone. Therefore I think some kind of videoconferencing should be used. The very best 

thing would be for some opportunity to speak with small groups including other students on 

some occasions, and the opportunity to speak only with the tutor on other occasions. I think I 

learned a lot in a short time while talking with my tutor, and would like to see continued 

opportunity to develop spontaneous conversation skills in this way. 

Participant D regarded the use of videoconferencing as a necessity in DLE (PTS-2.13): 

Although my trial had a lot of technical problems, I can certainly see the immense benefit in 

having NetMeeting in the Open Learning Chinese Program. Without it, Chinese is extremely 

difficult to learn without any other support. I think Netmeeting is almost a necessity. 

The pedagogical values of videoconferencing were also recognized by the participants, as 

demonstrated in Participant B’s reply to question PT2-2.13: 

Provided the technical problems related to unreliable and slow connection can be at least 

minimized, I would strongly support the incorporation of NetMeeting into the Chinese program. 

All the features of the program provide useful aids for the language learner, e.g.: sharing, video, 

whiteboard. Initially one might consider using NetMeeting as the preferred form of liaising with 

the tutor during the regular time slot provided for the purpose. 

The last question in the Post-Trial Survey (PTS-2.14) offered the participants an opportunity to 

comment freely on their experience of the trial, and the following responses were collected: 
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♦ The trial really showed me that it is possible to learn a language through distance education. 

Although it is still difficult, and there are a range of technical problems, it is a great idea, 

and I would recommend it as a significant educative tool. (Participant D) 

♦ Thank you very much. I have appreciated it very much! (Participant A) 

♦ In my view, it is difficult to learn Chinese by distance education unless there is a 

component of conversation included. Netmeeting [NetMeeting] could be an effective way 

to build some regular conversation practice into Chinese studies. (Participant E) 

To summarize the findings in this section, videoconferencing has profoundly impacted the 

participants, especially the distance participants in many positive ways. The video provided the 

participants with interactive learning opportunities that simulated face-to-face interaction. Most 

linguistic and social cues were present in real time during videoconferencing sessions, which 

reduces linguistic insecurity and the sense of isolation felt by most distance language learners. 

Consequently the participants’ experiences with videoconferencing greatly added to their 

enthusiasm and confidence in speaking and continuing to learn the language. The incorporation of 

videoconferencing into distance language learning was strongly recommended by all distance 

participants. 

5.3 Summary 

This chapter has presented, with preliminary analysis, the findings from Stage One and Two of the 

evaluation of NetMeeting, in relation to the pedagogical values of videoconferencing. Such 

evaluation was approached from the perspective of the potential of videoconferencing for 

supporting oral-visual interaction in task completion. The following findings can be summarized 

from my observation and participants’ feedback in regard to these two stages of evaluation: 

♦ The language learning potential of the videoconferencing-supported tasks was confirmed 

based on its provision of focus on form in oral-visual interaction and a perceived 

improvement in participants’ Chinese proficiency. 

♦ The fit between the level of difficulty of the tasks and the participants’ proficiency level 

was established. 

♦ The authenticity of the tasks underwent phases of improvement during the evaluation and 

was perceived by all the participants to be relevant to and useful in real life. 

♦ The most manifest sentiment that emerged in the evaluation was the positive impact of 

videoconferencing on participants’ enthusiasm and confidence building, and reduction in 
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the sense of isolation. The video was especially well received by the distance participants, 

who had been physically separated from a learning community, and needed a sense of 

connectedness to other learners and their education provider. They all believed that the five 

videoconferencing sessions were a rewarding experience in their learning. 

On the whole, participants perceived the use of videoconferencing in a balanced way. On the one 

hand, they recognized the limitations of the Internet technology; on the other, they were very 

positive and enthusiastic about the technological and pedagogical potential of videoconferencing for 

the promotion of oral-visual interaction in their distance language learning. The findings in this 

chapter suggest that real-time oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing does indeed facilitate L2 

acquisition at a distance. As this is the primary research focus of this study, further discussion in 

terms of both the evaluation data and the subsidiary research questions is conducted in the chapter 

that follows, Chapter 6. 
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Chapter Six 

Discussion: The technological capabilities and pedagogical 
values of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing for L2 

acquisition at a distance 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter develops the discussion in chapters 4 and 5, in order to provide more details on the 

central research question: 

in what ways is oral-visual interaction, enabled by videoconferencing, able to facilitate 
L2 acquisition at a distance? 

As the main concern of this research is the pedagogical value of videoconferencing-supported 

interaction, a large proportion of the discussion of its technological capabilities will be kept in the 

background except where it supports the analysis of its pedagogical potential. A recurring point of 

discussion is the pedagogical value of oral-visual interaction supported by videoconferencing, 

bringing together the theories in the literature and the data from stages one and two of the 

evaluation of NetMeeting. It is in light of this objective that the discussion in this chapter is 

developed and the conclusion in regard to the capabilities of oral-visual interaction via 

videoconferencing is reached. 

The discussion in this chapter is organized in reference to the criteria developed in research for 

the evaluation of the technological capabilities and pedagogical values of videoconferencing in the 

support of meaning-based task completions: 

♦ practicality 

♦ language learning potential 

♦ learner fit 

♦ authenticity 

♦ positive impact 

Discussions on the findings will constantly draw on comparisons between the Stage One and 

Stage Two evaluation in order to achieve a more comprehensive analysis of the findings. Upon 

examination of the findings in regard to each of these criteria, recommendations will then be made 

for each criterion so that future research can take the best advantage of videoconferencing-

supported oral-visual interaction. 
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6.2 Practicality 

The analysis of practicality examines the data from the two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting in 

regard to the fit between the task and the videoconferencing tools used to realize the tasks. In other 

words, the emphasis of the discussion will be on the technological capacity of NetMeeting. This 

analysis will follow the criteria developed in this research for selecting videoconferencing tools. 

They are: 

♦ user friendliness 

♦ video and audio quality 

♦ features of pedagogical values 

♦ reliability 

♦ cost 

Following the discussion of each of the above criteria, recommendations will be suggested on 

how to take the best advantage of each of these features of NetMeeting. 

6.2.1 User friendliness 

The evaluation of the user friendliness of NetMeeting constituted two parts: the ease of installation 

and ease of use. Sections 4.2.2 and 4.3.2 indicate that in regard to ease of installation, both the on-

campus and distance participants were very positive, although the distance participants’ responses 

were slightly diverse. 

Aside from the differences in individuals’ level of computer knowledge, the following two 

factors might play a part in the diversity in the perception of the Open Learning students. First, 

without any technical assistance at hand, they might be overwhelmed by the steps contained in the 

Manual. In contrast, the presence of technical support at the installation of NetMeeting by the on-

campus students might increase the students’ confidence. Second, minor mistakes or the appearance 

of unknown elements in the installation would tend to disadvantage the distance participants 

because they did not possess enough computing knowledge to solve unexpected problems. Even a 

simple step such as plugging in the microphone in the right socket was a challenge for one student. 

These factors might have an adverse effect on the distance participants’ perception. Thus a 

foolproof installation manual and uncomplicated installation procedures proved to be vital for the 

acceptance of a videoconferencing tool by a new user. Nevertheless, NetMeeting proved to be a tool 

that could be installed by anyone with basic computer knowledge. 
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As shown in Sections 4.2.2 and 4.3.2, ease of use was unanimously agreed upon by both the on-

campus and distance participants. The simplicity in the interface design of NetMeeting ensured a 

smooth operation of NetMeeting during the trial sessions. 

In conclusion, the user friendliness of NetMeeting was firmly established in both the trials with 

the on-campus and distance participants. NetMeeting proved to be easy to install and easy to use. It 

is a generic tool for any user with or without knowledge about videoconferencing. The user 

friendliness of NetMeeting greatly added to the participants’ positive perception of 

videoconferencing. 

Recommendation for setting up NetMeeting 

It is suggested that a detailed manual for the steps involved in setting up NetMeeting should be 

written and given to the learner at least two weeks before the first videoconferencing session. A few 

time slots should be set aside for the learner’s consultation during the set up period. An animated 

instruction manual can be provided on the Web or on a CD ROM. 

Furthermore, as suggested by Participant B, following the installation of a videoconferencing 

tool, a tutorial session should be provided to familiarize the learner with the various functions of 

NetMeeting so that anxiety and apprehension about using the new technology can be reduced. 

Last but not least, before using NetMeeting, it is recommended that other applications on the 

desktop be closed in order to save computer power for running videoconferencing. Too many 

applications will take up too much computer power resulting in poor video and sound quality, slow 

program response, or even crashes of videoconferencing and its functions. These recommendations 

are not NetMeeting specific and might also be applicable for other similar desktop 

videoconferencing products. 

6.2.2 Audio and video quality 

Data in sections 4.2.3 and 4.3.3 shows that there were some differences in the audio and video 

quality of NetMeeting between Stage One and Stage Two. In Stage One, both the sound and video 

quality in the Intranet environment reached an excellent level for language teaching and learning 

with an insignificant delay (up to one second) and excellent continuity. Such quality was consistent 

enough even for language testing because with a delay of less than 80msec, the sound and video can 

still perceived as synchronous, as specified in the criteria for selecting videoconferencing tools (see 

Section 3.4.1). In contrast, a variety of sound and video quality was experienced when the 

evaluation was launched in the Internet environment in Stage Two. An analysis of the relevant data 
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reveals two major issues: the inconsistency of the audio and video quality and a delay in sound and 

video transmission. 

The biggest issue in this stage was the instability of the sound and video quality, and the 

problematic sessions were mostly experienced in the modem-Internet-modem environment. 

Internet conditions such as bandwidth and latency became decisive as far as video and audio quality 

was concerned. In this environment, the success of each session relied heavily on the Internet traffic 

conditions at the time of the session. Thus timing became a crucial factor. 

In the LAN-Internet-modem network environment, on my side, an obvious improvement in the 

video and sound quality was noticed with better continuity and clarity. However, on the participants’ 

side, the judgment of the improvement in sound quality was mixed. This difference may be caused 

by the processing power or the quality of the sound and video cards on each individual’s computer. 

The LAN-Internet-LAN environment proved to be able to offer the best audio and video quality 

in comparison with the other two environments. My observation suggests that the audio and video 

quality was not much affected by Internet traffic even at peak Internet times. On the contrary, 

consistent audio and video quality could be achieved on my side. However such consistency was 

not experienced by Participant E, who did not report satisfactory sound and video quality. The poor 

audio and video quality was probably caused by the low computing power of her laptop, many 

functions of which are compressed. Thus a powerful computer with high capacity audio and video 

cards is another crucial factor in generating quality video and sound transmission. Similar problems 

were also reported by Hampel & Hauck (2004). Nevertheless, the findings regarding the excellent 

audio and video quality in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment are significant in that they promise 

videoconferencing with consistent quality audio and video when Internet bandwidth is broadened. 

At the very least, these findings suggest that inter-school/university desktop videoconferencing is 

viable and free. Collaboration between education providers and among learners is now easily and 

freely attainable through NetMeeting. 

Data from this research supports Watson & Sasse’s (1996) contention that the quality of audio 

and video is most likely to vary from one participant to another: 

This can arise for many different reasons: different local network loads, different hardware (e.g. 

headsets), different background noise and lighting, and loading on the individual’s workstation. 

These differences mean that it is not easy to get inter-observer reliability for perceived quality 

over one conference. (p. 260) 
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Probing the causes of the inconsistency in video and sound quality in the Internet environment, 

this research confirmed that the limited bandwidth of the Internet and long latency lay at the heart 

of these problems. Bandwidth refers to how many bits per second a communication line can 

transmit. Inherent with the Internet, it has been a critical factor affecting the consistency and 

reliability of videoconferencing. This is because real-time transmission of high quality video 

usually consumes much larger amounts of network bandwidth than do audio channels only. The 

constraints of Internet bandwidth have long been recognized as a major detrimental factor affecting 

quality videoconferencing (see Kötter et al., 1999; McAndrew et al., 1996; Wong & Fauverge, 1999; 

Ibañez & Duque, 1999; Buckett & Stringer, 1997; Zähner et al., 2000; Hampel, 2003). Chou (2001, 

p. 9) points out, “desktop audio-videoconferencing systems are still very limited in their functions 

and constrained to network bottlenecks”. The evaluation of NetMeeting confirms that this limitation 

still exists and determines the quality of videoconferencing. Attempts have been made by language 

professionals to minimize the impact of bandwidth. For example, Hearnshaw (2000, p. 221 & 227) 

assesses the effects of different levels of video channel quality on learning outcomes and points out 

that “increasing the quality of the video channel resulted in no measurable increase in the quality of 

dialogue within the tutorial”. He concludes that desktop videoconferencing “can be used effectively 

with low video quality levels which only need consume modest amounts of bandwidth”. While 

decreasing the quality of video might be a temporary solution, the use of broadband techniques can 

deliver a more fundamental and effective solution. Results from this research show that, at the time 

when this research was conducted, choosing a less congested Internet time was probably a more 

practical and economical option to deal with the constraints of Internet bandwidth. At a time when 

the Internet was less congested, the video and audio quality could almost reach the Intranet quality. 

However, it has to be noted that such a restraint on time may have an adverse implication for the 

actual implementation of videoconferencing, as Internet off-peak time may mean both the teacher 

and the learner would have to work at a time which may not be convenient to them. 

As an important contribution of this research, the findings also direct our attention to the 

existence and impact of communication latency. Communication latency is the time interval for a 

message travelling from the source machine to the destination machine. Satyanarayanna (1996) 

emphasizes the detrimental effect of latency by saying that “the entire focus of the industry is on 

bandwidth, but the true killer is latency.” The longer the latency is, the more delayed the 

transmission will be. Sun & Chen (2002) argue that the key to achieving quality interactivity is to 

use latency-hiding techniques that help create the illusion that the latency is lower than it really is. 

Computer specialists are working towards solutions to this problem. 
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Having discussed these problems, I do not suggest that language professionals wait for the 

improvement of the technology. Rather, language professionals should be informed of these 

problems and work to maximize the potential of videoconferencing and minimize the effect of the 

bandwidth and latency. Fortunately, with the rapid development in computer technology, and with 

more advanced videoconferencing tools, improved Internet bandwidth and reduced latency have 

been a reality. 

To summarize, it was confirmed by both my observation and the participants’ feedback that the 

audio and video quality in both the Intranet and Internet environment achieved a satisfactory level 

for supporting one-to-one language learning, despite the existence of problems such as unstable 

audio and video quality. This research argues that this is an accurate and fair assessment because it 

was derived from the experiences of both the participants and the researcher in the participation of 

these videoconferencing sessions. This is especially true when we take into account the fact that 

“learners of a foreign language do not possess the native speaker’s facility for compensating for 

poor audio quality, and lip synchronization is required for at least some tasks” (Watson & Sasse, 

1996, p. 266). At the same time this research also recognizes that this favourable assessment of 

audio and video quality is subject to individual perceptions and that it was unlikely that each 

participant received the same audio and video quality. Nevertheless, the audio and video quality 

required for adequate task performance had been established. 

Recommendations for using the audio and video 

1. A suitable timetable needs to be negotiated with the learner. Early mornings before eight 

o’clock or weekends appears to be the best time for videoconferencing. 

2. To receive the best audio quality, it is suggested that users wear headphones instead of 

using the speakers of the computer. This is because speakers can produce feedback and 

echoes of one’s own voice, thus frustrating the other party. 

3. Be aware that the sound may fade in and out at the beginning of the conference but 

usually improves after 1 or 2 minutes, if the Internet is not too congested. It therefore 

pays to be patient. 

4. If the Webcam has been used (e.g. to take a photo, or to make a video clip, etc.) before a 

videoconferencing session, it often takes the video away from NetMeeting. It is therefore 

suggested that the computer be restarted prior to NetMeeting sessions so that it 

reconfigures the video to NetMeeting. 

5. It is also recommended to avoid too much or too quick movements in front of the 

Webcam because the video image may become blurred. It is advised to test the focus of 
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the Webcam before first use by adjusting the Webcam lenses. The quality of the image 

can be monitored through the function of My Video. 

6.2.3 Other features of pedagogical value 

The findings from the two-stage evaluation in relation to NetMeeting features (such as the 

Whiteboard, File Transfer, Document Sharing, and My Video) other than its audio and video 

functions indicate that NetMeeting is a pedagogically sound videoconferencing tool for supporting 

language learning. These features proved to be indispensable to effective distance language learning. 

The Whiteboard 

The Whiteboard proved to be the favourite feature for both the distance and on-campus participants. 

On many occasions, it was the participants who initiated the use of the Whiteboard. The frequent 

use of the Whiteboard signifies its reliability with a zero crash rate in the Intranet environment and 

two crashes among the 19 successful sessions under the Internet condition. The participants’ 

enthusiasm for the Whiteboard also implies that some sort of shared writing space is valuable to 

effective negotiation of meaning in L2 learning. It is argued here that a video chat tool without the 

facilitation of the Whiteboard is probably sufficient for just conversing in the target language. 

However for systematic and communicative language learning, the use of a writing tool such as the 

Whiteboard is necessary for effective and efficient focus on form. Furthermore, the Whiteboard was 

shown to be particularly helpful for writing Chinese characters because the stroke order of a 

character can be demonstrated stroke by stroke in real-time. Beginners of Chinese language will 

benefit enormously from such use of the Whiteboard. 

Recommendation for using the Whiteboard 

It is advised that moving the Whiteboard on the computer screen by the two parties at the same time 

should be avoided. It was discovered in the trial of NetMeeting that manipulating the Whiteboard 

simultaneously could trigger a crash. Pedagogically, the Whiteboard can be used in a number of 

ways. Apart from using it to draw and write non-alphabetical languages, such as Japanese or Korean, 

it can also be used to copy information from another source, e.g. from the Web. It should also be 

noted that it may take some practice for both the learner and the teacher to become accustomed to 

writing with a mouse. 

Document Sharing 

The function of Document Sharing proved to be useful for sharing a prepared document with a 

participant, be it a PowerPoint document, a short lecture note, or a picture. These shared documents 

can act as a catalyst for discussion and negotiation of meaning in the target language. In an Intranet 
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environment, the sharing of a document or a picture was instant with quality as good as the original 

documents. However in an Internet environment, it may take up to a few minutes for the shared 

document to be loaded on the computer screen of the other party. Again bandwidth and latency 

played a crucial role in the delay in transmission. Thus in the Internet environment, the success of 

sharing a document largely depends on the Internet traffic conditions, the size of the document and 

the capacity of the other party’s computer. 

Recommendation for using Document Sharing 

It should be noted that the bigger the document, the larger the bandwidth needed to transmit it, and 

the slower the transmission will be. It is thus recommended that small sized documents be used for 

effective document sharing. It is recommended that the Document Sharing function should be 

employed only on occasions when it is considered that interaction can be promoted during task 

completion. Too frequent use of this function could interrupt the flow of interaction. 

File Transfer 

File Transfer can be used to transfer a larger document of multiple pages, such as an article, or a 

video clip for the other party to review. Different from the function of Document Sharing, the 

documents transferred can be kept by the other party for future reference. Again, Data in sections 

4.2.4 and 4.3.4 shows that File Transfer was a useful tool if used properly. Similar to the function of 

Document Sharing, its transmission was instant in the Intranet environment but was subject to the 

Internet traffic conditions and latency devices when the Internet was involved. 

Recommendation for using File Transfer 

In view of the above-discussed limitations of the state-of-the-art technology, it is suggested that for 

future users of NetMeeting, the sending of large files through File Transfer should be avoided if the 

two parties’ computers are connected to the Internet via a modem. E-mail can be a better choice 

when large files need to be sent. Again, in order to maintain a healthy flow of interaction during 

task completion, this function should only be used when absolutely necessary. Documents which 

are not essential to the promotion of interaction can be transferred at the completion of the task or 

after the videoconferencing session via e-mail. 

My Video 

Due to time constraints and the learning task requirements, there were not sufficient opportunities to 

explore the capabilities and functions of My Video. Data in sections 4.2.4 and 4.3.4 indicates that 

My Video was a valuable tool when teaching or learning is organized around the video, for showing 

objects or documents through the video and for monitoring self-performance in front of the 
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Webcam. The excellent video quality makes it particularly useful for the teacher to monitor his or 

her own teaching, for example, adjusting or controlling facial expressions in order to assist 

interaction in the target language. 

Recommendation for using My Video 

Future studies can design more tasks for the learner to utilize this function in the task completion. 

For example, through this function, the teacher and the learner can show certain objects for the 

purpose of generating language production and interaction in the target language, and monitor the 

demonstration. 

Summary 

In summary, all four functions performed well in both the Intranet and Internet environment. The 

combination of these features creates an authentic and rich multimodal environment for language 

learning that participants greatly appreciated. When discussing the advantages of NetMeeting, the 

first thing that came to the mind of Student A was the variety of tools that it offers to assist language 

learning: 

[…] there’s a lot of ways you can transfer information – you can read, you can listen, you can 

speak, you can write, you can do all the things that you do in a normal Chinese class. 

This view corresponds with the current theory in CMC that the multimodal nature of CMC 

contributes to language learning (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001), as Chun & Plass (2000) 

comment on networked hypermedia environments 

that not only present learners with information in various modes (visual, audio, and 

verbal/textual), but also require learners to engage in productive tasks and activities in a variety 

of modes, both synchronous and asynchronous methods of student collaboration, and they 

employ video, images, sound, and text for both the presentation and the negotiation of 

information. (p. 152) 

6.2.4 Reliability 

The reliability of a videoconferencing tool mainly addresses its crash rate per videoconferencing 

session. It is argued in this research that more than one crash during a videoconferencing session 

can discourage the learner (see Section 3.4.1). The zero crash rate in Stage One in the Intranet 

environment firmly established NetMeeting’s reliability. Such reliability was further confirmed in 

Stage Two with a less than 0.4 crash rate per session. 



 206

However, regardless of the participants’ positive attitude towards NetMeeting, the few crashes 

did become a matter of concern during the trial with the distance students in the Internet 

environment, while crashing was not an issue in the trial with the on-campus students in the Intranet 

environment. Although the issue of reliability only concerns the stability of the NetMeeting 

program itself, the examination of the causes for these crashes led this investigation to the discovery 

of many factors other than NetMeeting itself, which had directly affected the performance of 

NetMeeting. The following causes of the crashes have been identified: 

1. When both parties attempted to initiate an action at the same time, for example, to move 

the Whiteboard simultaneously, a crash of NetMeeting could be triggered due to 

insufficient computer power to support such movement; 

2. When the computer power was limited (as in the case of Participant E, who used a laptop), 

NetMeeting could became frozen; 

3. When the Internet was severely congested, causing NetMeeting to freeze; and 

4. When the participants became panicky and kept shutting down the computer. (as in the 

case of Participant C) 

These causes further proved the reliability of NetMeeting because none of the above factors is 

inherent to NetMeeting. In an open and dynamic environment such as the Internet, any of the above 

factors could make a videoconferencing session impossible. While most of the above problems can 

be solved with more practice and experience, the Internet presents a challenge to distance language 

educators, who have to accommodate themselves to its present capabilities. 

Recommendation in regard to reliability 

On the basis of the above discussion, it is suggested that initiating actions by both parties at the 

same time be avoided. For example, if both parties call each other at the same time, NetMeeting can 

become confused, resulting in crashes or lack of an immediate response. It is also recommended 

that a powerful desktop computer be used instead of a laptop, because many of the functions of a 

laptop are compressed. 

6.2.5 Cost 

The issue of cost has been extensively discussed by Wang (2004) and in Section 3.2.2. To 

summarize, NetMeeting is freely downloadable from the Internet, and the only cost involved is the 

purchase of a Webcam (US$50) and Internet connection. This research recognizes that the issue of 

affordability is as important as technological and pedagogical issues in distance language learning. 

In fact, affordability is the foundation of any innovative attempt in teaching. This was one of the 
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reasons for the discontinuation of many grant-funded large-scale videoconferencing projects. When 

the grant money had been consumed, it was difficult to find the financial resources necessary to 

continue the maintenance of the systems. Since not every language professional can afford 

expensive and sophisticated videoconferencing systems, it is essential to find a ready-made product 

(e.g. NetMeeting, Yahoo messenger etc.) that is cheap or free. 

6.2.6 Problems unrelated to NetMeeting program 

No insurmountable problems emerged in Stage One. However, many unexpected problems surfaced 

from Stage Two. These problems fall into two categories – the human and the technological. 

The human factors directly relate to the computer knowledge and skills that each individual 

possessed. Generally speaking, the levels of computer proficiency of the participants and the 

researcher varied, while none had any professional training in computer technology. Data from this 

research largely supports the findings by Chen & Willits (1999), who report a survey they 

conducted in 1997: 

[O]ther questions on the survey asked about students’ access to computers and electronic 

communication software and about their skill levels in using these tools. More than two-thirds 

of participants rated these facilities as “readily accessible” (rating of 6 or 7 on a 7-point scale); 

less than 6% reported that they did not have ready access (codes 1 and 2 on the scale). About 

40% rated their skill level as “very strong”, while 20% felt it was “not at all strong”. Thus, 

while access did not appear to be an important factor restricting electronic communication, 

student skill level may have inhibited such interaction. (p. 56) 

While the learner’s computer skills remain a constant variable, ongoing technical training for 

language professionals become imperative. Distance institutions should ensure that such training 

happens on a regular basis. Furthermore the problem of an individual’s computer skills is not 

insurmountable with more practice and technical support, as Dias (1998, p. 24) optimistically 

predicts that “eventually, even the most technically inept teacher can learn to diagnose problems 

and give appropriate advice”. After all, videoconferencing tools (similar to any computer program, 

such as a word processor) are mostly simple applications that do not require a professional level of 

computer knowledge. It is the non-human factor, the technology, that presents the challenge to the 

field of distance language learning in the fourth generation of DLE. 

With the exception of the limitations in Internet bandwidth and communication latency, the 

technical problems (e.g. firewalls, faulty equipment, etc.) that emerged in Stage Two are all 

incidental and user-context dependent. However, future users of videoconferencing should be made 
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aware of the fact that a range of things can go wrong in an Internet-based videoconferencing 

environment where so many factors come into play simultaneously. 

6.2.7 Implications of the practicality of NetMeeting for future provision of oral-visual 
interaction in DLE 

In a LAN environment 

NetMeeting proved to have reached a satisfactory level of quality and sophistication for supporting 

one-to-one interaction in real-time synchronous language learning. Both the video and audio are 

synchronized to a real-time standard with minimum latency. The implication of such findings is 

significant in a number of ways. For traditional institutions with on-campus lectures, desktop 

videoconferencing can be established between campuses for a variety of purposes. For example, 

oral presentation from a different campus can be shown in real-time through NetMeeting on a 

bigger screen to a class on another campus. It can also be used to conduct speaking tests between 

campuses so that the lecturers do not have to travel to another campus to conduct the tests. It is true 

that there are more sophisticated videoconferencing facilities in many institutions, but NetMeeting 

is a more reliable and economical solution with no maintenance cost, in comparison with those 

more delicate videoconferencing facilities which have a higher crash rate. 

In an Internet environment 

When using the Internet, the video and audio quality was generally not as good as when using a 

LAN. Internet traffic conditions and the computing power of individual computers are crucial 

factors determining the quality of a desktop videoconferencing session. With this in mind, the 

present generation of Internet and videoconferencing tools should be used with detailed planning 

and appropriate time management. The quality of video and audio may not be of sufficient quality 

for language speaking tests due to inconsistency caused by Internet congestion, but it was 

sufficiently stable for regular consultations and tutorials in a distance mode. In addition, it is a 

confidence booster to establish a constant visual contact with the instructor and other learners. For 

example, a buddy system can be built between a native speaker and a distance language learner. 

6.2.8 Summary of the practicality of NetMeeting 

The evaluation of the technological capabilities of NetMeeting went through two stages involving 

both the on-campus and distance participants. It yielded a wealth of data strongly supporting the use 

of videoconferencing in DLE for the provision of oral-visual interaction. 

The ease of installation and use makes NetMeeting a user-friendly videoconferencing tool, a 

merit that was unanimously agreed upon by both the on-campus and distance participants. While 
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acknowledging three major constraints (the Internet bandwidth, latency and the computing power of 

the individual PC) on the quality of a videoconference, this research has successfully confirmed the 

capabilities of NetMeeting in supporting audio and video quality required for successful task 

completion on a one-to-one basis. This finding is a major contribution to the study of Internet-based 

desktop videoconferencing because, without good audio and video quality, videoconferencing 

would be impossible. Particularly significant is the high performance standard of NetMeeting in the 

LAN-Internet-LAN environment, which promises that with improved Internet bandwidth, quality 

videoconferences at a distance will be easily attainable. In contrast to most commercially available 

videoconferencing tools, NetMeeting lends itself well to supporting effective distance language 

learning by offering features of great pedagogical value such as the Whiteboard, Document Sharing 

and File Transfer. As far as its reliability is concerned, NetMeeting itself proved to be very reliable 

despite the fact that the Internet could pose potential problems due to limited bandwidth and latency. 

In addition, the fact that NetMeeting can be freely downloaded from the Internet and that there is no 

maintenance cost involved effectively reduces the cost to both educational institutions and the 

learner, making it a more economically viable and sustainable option. The above discussion not 

only confirms the technological capabilities of NetMeeting, but also provides useful references for 

the use of NetMeeting and guidelines for videoconferencing tool selection. In addition, this 

discussion has also laid the foundation for the following analysis of the pedagogical values of 

videoconferencing in terms of communicative task completion. The facilitating role of 

videoconferencing to successful real-time oral-visual interaction in the target language is seen as a 

benchmark for assessing the pedagogical values of videoconferencing. 

6.3 Language learning potential 

Data in Section 5.2.2 demonstrates that videoconferencing was able to adequately facilitate the 

planned tasks and realize their language learning potential. Supported by NetMeeting, focus on 

form occurred in the process of negotiating for meaning in both stages one and two, resulting in a 

noticeable improvement in the participants’ listening and speaking skills, as shown in the following 

discussion. Following the criteria developed both by Chapelle (2001) and for this research, the 

language learning potential of videoconferencing-based tasks is further assessed below in terms of: 

♦ focus on form 

♦ participants’ improvement in Chinese proficiency 

Finally, recommendations are suggested for promoting the language learning potential of 

videoconferencing-support tasks. 
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6.3.1 Focus on form 

With reference to L2 acquisition theories and research, this section further examines data collected 

from the two-stage evaluation, in terms of interactional modification, modification of output and 

support. These are important indicators of successful focus on form. During the 34 

videoconferencing sessions with both groups of participants, though the participants’ attention was 

primarily directed to the meaning of the tasks, focus on form was successfully achieved. In other 

words, “an occasional shift of attention to linguistic code features” (Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 23) 

was generally allowed to occur. However, data from this research further suggests that variations 

existed between the frequency of interactional modification by the distance and on-campus groups, 

and even between individual participants. It can be summarized that, during the five NetMeeting 

sessions with each participant, interactional modification happened occasionally in Stage One with 

the on-campus participants. For example, it only happened three times in the first session with 

Student 2. In contrast, in Stage Two, and especially in the first few sessions, there was a much 

higher (about ten times more) frequency of interactional modification with most participants. This 

was especially true with participants with lower Chinese listening and speaking skills. In the first 

few sessions, conversations often broke down or became awkward. As a result, English was used 

more frequently than in Stage One, in order to achieve comprehension. Further analysis of 

individual instances of focus on form uncovered several factors contributing to this high frequency. 

First, the triggers of those instances of interactional modification revealed that most of the 

participants had a much lower level of listening and speaking skills compared with the on-campus 

students. This is because most of the distance participants only practised their listening and 

speaking with tapes without the opportunity to converse with other people, as shown in Table 5.1. 

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 1, teaching listening and speaking skills had never been part 

of the curriculum. The fact that Chinese is not a phonetic language whose pronunciation can be 

deduced from its spelling also makes listening and speaking harder to acquire without a sufficient 

amount of practice. The pronunciation of the Chinese characters needs to be memorized and 

practised constantly in order to achieve fluency. It was further discovered that most participants did 

not know how to infer meaning from the context. They often attempted to grasp every word and 

translate word for word in their minds as they listened, instead of listening to the whole sentence. 

Nunan (1989, p. 138) precisely describes this situation by saying that “[m]any low-level learners are 

traumatized when first exposed to authentic samples of language, and have to be taught that it is not 

necessary to understand every word for communication to be successful”. The above factors were 

further compounded by the participants’ poor pronunciation and tones, because they had become 
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accustomed to their incorrect pronunciation and could not understand the correct pronunciation. 

(see examples A (4) and (5) in Section 5.2.2) 

Analysis of the indicators of breakdown in role-plays further reveals the distance participants’ 

low listening and speaking skills. While the on-campus participants indicated their non-

understanding in Chinese, the average distance participants seemed to possess few interactional 

skills and phrases in Chinese, such as clarifying meaning and checking understanding in Chinese, 

especially in the first few videoconferencing sessions. Instead, they relied on English, and did not 

know how to use verbal fillers, parentheses, etc. This was also why interactional modifications 

happened more frequently in Stage Two, and more so with participants who had lower Chinese 

proficiency. Again, the poor interactional skills of the distance participants were the direct result of 

the lack of speaking practice and interactive and spontaneous use of the language. Spontaneity was 

another problem surfacing from the two stages of the evaluation. Again this problem was more 

acute with the distance participants. They did not possess a ready repertoire of linguistic input to 

enable them to produce spontaneous replies, nor were they accustomed to replying spontaneously in 

the target language. This does not mean that they had not learned the necessary vocabulary and 

structures for completion of the tasks, as the tasks were based on what they had been taught 

previously. Their lack of spontaneity resulted from the absence of opportunity to practise what they 

had learned in communicating with others; they consequently readily forgot previously learned 

vocabulary and structures. Spontaneity was lacking even though the topics were familiar. This was 

also why, when asked about the level of difficulty of the tasks, they responded that the tasks were 

set at an appropriate level, even though they experienced various degrees of difficulties in task 

completion (see Section 5.2.3). They blamed themselves for not being able to remember what they 

had learned. 

Lack of vocabulary constitutes another type of indicator of breakdowns in conversation. 

Interestingly, this type of indicator occurred more with participants of higher Chinese proficiency 

than with those of lower proficiency. The following factors can explain why lack of vocabulary 

became an issue in breakdowns. First, this was determined by the open-ended nature of meaning-

focused tasks. In completing such a task, learners are not restricted to the use of any vocabulary or 

sentence structures, because there is usually no predetermined linguistic requirement for the 

completion of the task. For example, when talking about what she did the day before, Participant E 

spent a long time talking about Chinese cuisine, a topic stemming from the dinner she cooked the 

day before. She requested a great number of vocabulary items relating to food and cooking in China, 

resulting in the longest session and the highest frequency of focus on form (see Table 5.2) among all 

sessions. In contrast, participants with lower Chinese proficiency level usually limited their output 
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to what they had learned and never ventured too far away from the central topics of the tasks. The 

second factor contributing to the request for new vocabulary lies with the researcher’s control at the 

task performance level. With more advanced participants, the researcher often guided the role-plays 

to a level that requested more complicated input and output, deliberately creating opportunities for 

beneficial focus on form (see Example A(6) in Section 5.2.2). However, with less advanced 

participants, the researcher placed more weight on helping the participants to complete the tasks by 

avoiding using new vocabulary and sentence structures. 

Typical of the videoconferencing supported environment were the visual indicators emerging 

from the sessions. As this type of indicator was not covered in Varonis and Gass’ (1985) study, it 

deserves some elaboration here. Similar to visual cues in face-to-face interaction, facial expressions 

such as a puzzled look, an expression of confusion, and signs of comprehension and enjoyment, 

were often received accurately by the other party in the conferencing. Cognitively and linguistically, 

it was generally maintained that paralinguistic cues reduce misunderstanding and ambiguity in 

speech (see Bruce, 1996, for a review, and Section 2.3.3). Data from this research indicates that, 

even with a varying degree of delay (see Section 4.3.3), these visual cues transmitted through 

NetMeeting promoted understanding and communication. In fact, the visual information became 

even more crucial when the sound quality of a videoconferencing session was imperfect. Parties at 

both ends of the videoconferencing often relied on the video transmission to confirm understanding 

or non-understanding as shown in examples B (8) and (9). This result corresponds with findings 

reported by Hampel & Hauck (2004, p. 78). Their study confirms the importance of visual clues and 

body language in the promotion of interaction between tutors and students. 

Section 5.2.2 shows that a variety of responses can be found in the current data, including all the 

types discussed in the Varonis and Gass (1985) study, and with the additional type: target language 

equivalent. In analyzing these responses, it became evident that most of the responses came from 

the researcher. This is because, in most cases, indicators of breakdowns were initiated by the 

participants and the researcher was obliged to respond to these indicators. What is worthy of 

deliberation here are the reasons for the variety of responses. Here the advantage of the one-to-one 

nature of NetMeeting clearly manifested itself. In analysing the advantage of the one-to-one 

learning mode, we have to bear in mind the two distinct characteristics of the distance participants: 

limited listening and speaking skills and the varied Chinese proficiency levels. The one-to-one 

interaction allowed the researcher to provide immediate and specific responses to the indicators 

from the participants, thus catering for the differences in and special needs of individual learners. 

Hence it can produce more effective learner outcomes when the level of proficiency of the learners 

is varied. 
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Data analysis further indicates that repetition of the trigger sentences occupied a considerable 

portion of the responses, and resolution could often be reached after one repetition. Probing the 

causes of this type of non-understanding, it is obvious that participants’ limited listening skills 

played a large part in their inability to comprehend. Another possible cause lies in the not-so-perfect 

sound quality, which interfered with their listening, as claimed by Participant E (see Section 4.3.3). 

In some cases, the combination of the two factors, that is, participants’ poor listening skills and the 

sound quality, might have caused the non-understanding. 

In Varonis and Gass’s (1985) study, reaction to response was treated sparsely. They did not 

elaborate on the implications of reaction to response for language acquisition. In fact, they regarded 

reaction to response only as an optional prime in the negotiation routine, which ties up the 

negotiation routine before the horizontal movement of the conversation resumes. However, data in 

Section 5.2.2 proves that reaction to response is an indispensable unit in the negotiation routine 

when discussing L2 acquisition following negotiation of meaning in task completion. This is 

because reaction to response in the data collected for this research witnessed a great number of 

modified outputs, indicating successful focus on form. Thus, this fourth prime in the negotiation 

routine should be treated as an important indicator of L2 acquisition. These modifications of output 

often occurred following the specific responses from the researcher, which facilitated understanding 

and learning of new linguistic code features. Reaction to response happened in every instance of 

focus on form, again, thanks to the one-to-one nature of NetMeeting. In such interaction, the 

researcher’s responses were directed more immediately and accurately to the specific needs of 

individual participants, who were “forced”, to some extent, to react to the response. Thus the 

exchanges between the two parties were much more intensive than in a multi-way interaction. 

Furthermore, in view of the diverse proficiency levels of the distance participants, a multi-way 

discussion in the target language would waste a great deal of valuable online time. More interaction 

gaps, such as silence, could be expected, resulting in lower quality and less effective interaction. In 

fact, Hampel and Hauck (2004, p. 75) report that one of the improvements in audio conferencing 

activities suggested by their participants is that “more pair work and less whole group work could 

be done to increase the actual time people are speaking in the target language”. The one-to-one 

nature of NetMeeting proved to be able to offer more effective and intensified negotiation of 

meaning than group interaction for distance participants of low target proficiency. 

In fact, group size has become an issue in the literature on videoconferencing. O’Dowd (2000, p. 

57) reports that participants in a larger group were less positive about the potential of 

videoconferencing in foreign language learning than those in a smaller group, because it was 

“difficult for all students to speak with their partners as much as they might have wished”. This 
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finding also supports my contention that with one-to-one interaction, more intensified interaction 

can be managed and retained. Thus it can be said that the one-to-one nature of NetMeeting is 

capable of catering for individual needs and fostering basic conversational skills and levels of 

language proficiency. 

While preferring the one-to-one interaction, the participants also acknowledged the advantages 

of multi-way interaction, emphasizing that such interaction was more beneficial to advanced 

learners. As Participant E commented, “many-to-many would probably allow more variety of 

communication”. (PTS-2.9) 

Although no participant mentioned the resource and time consuming nature, and lack of 

collaborative learning of the one-to-one interaction, these two issues should not go without due 

attention. While videoconferencing can minimize the effect of distance in distance language 

education, the one-to-one mode does not solve the problem of the labour intensiveness of language 

teaching. For example, in instructor-moderated interaction, more tutors would be needed if the 

number of learners were to increase dramatically. Annand (1999, p. 51) discusses the economic 

implications of CMC for distance education and recognizes the “significant costs” in implementing 

electronic interaction. However, the fact that NetMeeting is freely downloadable from the Internet, 

and that no ongoing maintenance is needed, can offset some of the costs of employing more tutors. 

Lack of collaborative learning potential is regarded by some (e.g. Buckett & Stringer, 1999) as a 

defect of one-to-one interaction at a time when collaborative learning is strongly advocated. It is 

argued here that collaboration in learning on a large scale (e.g. more than two people) is not 

universally needed. It is rather subject and learner dependent. In a certain subject or field of study, 

collaboration of more than two people at a time may prove to be essential and productive, while in 

other subjects and with other learners, such collaboration might deter progress and be less effective. 

As far as language learning is concerned, collaboration may mean a partnership between two 

students or between a student and a native speaker. It is also recognized here that advanced 

language learners may benefit more from many-to-many interaction because they have the linguistic 

repertoire to cope with such interaction and can learn from others’ strengths and mistakes. 

An optimal scenario for distance language education is to provide both one-to-one and many-to-

many interaction, as suggested by Participant E. With the recent advancement in Internet-based 

desktop videoconferencing, many-to-many interaction is already a reality (see Wang & Chen, 2007), 

although little substantial research has been done to investigate this type of interaction. 

To summarize, the above discussion inevitably directs our attention to the appropriate density of 

focus on form in a meaning-based task. In other words, a balance needs to be struck between 



 215

occasions of focus on form and the horizontal movement of the conversation, a crucial issue in the 

language potential of a meaning-based task. The appropriate balance between the two and how to 

achieve this balance is a central debate among scholars (e.g. Doughty & Williams, 1998; Pica, 

Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993; Long & Robinson, 1998; Long, 1988b.). Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun 

(1993)’s balance is the most prevalent in L2 literature: learners should focus on meaning until 

communication breakdowns occur due to unknown linguistic elements, and learners’ attention 

should be shifted back to meaning when breakdowns have been repaired. However they did not 

discuss the appropriate frequency of focus on form. Long (1988b) proposes an occasional shift of 

attention to forms while learners are primarily engaging in meaning-focused tasks. The findings 

from this research support Long’s contention, and it is argued here that language learning potential 

and focus on form are not in a direct ratio – the more occasions for focus on form the more 

language learning potential a task provides. Instead, it is contended here that occasional focus on 

form promotes language learning and can help lay the foundation for higher quality interaction, 

while too much focus on form interrupts the horizontal movement of the role-plays and thus is 

detrimental to task completion. Thus a beneficial balance between the two needs to be determined 

in task design and adjusted at task performance level in accordance with the proficiency level of the 

learner. Such an endeavour will present an ongoing challenge to language professionals. 

Varonis and Gass’s (1985) model has proved to be a useful tool to reveal the instances of focus 

on form in negotiation of meaning and to characterize the complexity and depth of those instances. 

Moreover, this model has also assisted this research to identify the causes of these breakdowns. It 

can now be concluded that the above-discussed problems experienced by the distance participants 

are flow-on effects from the lack of exposure to oral-visual interaction in their distance language 

learning, confirming the validity of the first subsidiary research question – the distance language 

learners do need an improved platform for effective acquisition of listening and speaking skills 

through oral-visual interaction. In addition, Varonis and Gass’s (1985) model unfolded the process 

of interactional modification and exposed the facilitating effect of videoconferencing-supported 

interaction to L2 acquisition, especially in the form of modifications of output in the target language. 

Data in Section 5.2.2 further demonstrates that NetMeeting was able to offer valuable support in 

assisting negotiation of meaning in task completion. Despite some technical problems, a multi-

dimensional learning environment was offered to the learners with the support of the video, the 

Whiteboard, File Transfer, Document Sharing and My Video. The multimodal nature of 

videoconferencing-based interaction has been regarded as beneficial to negotiation of meaning in 

L2 acquisition (see Chun & Plass, 2000) and was highly appreciated by the participants. Data in this 

research shows that paralinguistic cues (such as facial expressions and hand gestures) were all 
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present in real time and almost synchronously. Furthermore, the learners could avail themselves of 

the Whiteboard for character writing and for other purposes in the process of negotiation of 

meaning. Lecturers could share and transfer prepared documents or lecture notes to the learners in 

order to assist language acquisition. All these types of support proved to be conducive to task 

completion. Thus the compatibility or the fit between the task and the technology was confirmed. 

The issue of choosing the appropriate technology to realize the focus of the task has gained 

increasing attention from CMC research. (see Levy, 2004) 

The language learning potential of the tasks – realized through of oral-visual interaction – was 

further established by the improvement in participants’ interactive proficiency as the trial unfolded. 

This was especially the case with the distance participants in Stage Two. It was observed that the 

flow of the conversation became more continuous and the intervals between interactional 

modifications became longer. Data in Section 5.2.2 indicates that after the five NetMeeting sessions 

with each participant, improvement in the participants’ communicative competence was clearly 

manifest to the researcher and the participants. (also see discussions in Section 6.3.2) 

6.3.2 Participants’ improvement in Chinese proficiency 

The facilitating effect of negotiation for meaning in interactive language learning has long been 

recognized in the L2 literature. As Long (1996, p. 451) suggested, “negotiation for meaning, and 

especially negotiation work that triggers interactional adjustments by the NS [Native Speaker] or 

more competent interlocutor, facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal learner 

capacities, particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways”(italics in original). 

Although it was not possible to measure the exact degree of improvement in each participant’s 

Chinese proficiency during the short time in which the trial was conducted, qualitative data 

(presented in Section 5.2.2.) suggests improvement of various degrees by every participant in this 

study. 

In summary, listening, speaking (especially fluency) and interactional competence were the most 

improved aspects brought about by videoconferencing for both the on-campus and distance groups. 

This is not surprising as these aspects were identified as a deficiency in the DLE literature and by 

the preliminary study participants in this research. (see Section 3.2. 1) 

It was discovered in the trial that the listening competency of the distance group was very low, 

but the improvement in listening was highlighted both in the end of session interviews and the post-

trial survey (see PTS-2.2, PTS-2.7 and Figure 5.4). The low listening competency was mainly 

caused by lack of exposure to the target language being spoken, coupled with incorrect 

pronunciation and tones of the participants, which interfered with their understanding of the correct 
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pronunciation and tones. This is a problem typical of non-phonetic languages such as Chinese, 

which can only be overcome with continuous exposure to listening exercises in the target language. 

The improvement in participants’ speaking was mainly manifest in their improved fluency, and 

this improvement was evident in both groups of participants. Figure 5.2 and Figure 5.3 illustrate 

that both the task conditions and capabilities of NetMeeting were perceived to be very useful in 

improving the participants’ fluency in Chinese because of the presence of constant negotiation of 

meaning. According to Long (1996, p. 452), “[n]egotiation of meaning by definition involves 

denser than usual frequencies of semantically contingent speech of various kinds (that is, utterances 

by a competent speaker, such as repetitions, extensions, reformulations, rephrasing, expansions and 

recasts), which immediately follow learner utterances and maintain reference to their meaning”. 

Although the distance participants, who had been deprived of such interaction, found it hard to 

negotiate meaning in Chinese at the beginning of the trial, they quickly became accustomed to it. 

Generally speaking, it appeared that the improvements of the participants with lower proficiency 

were more obvious than of those who already had a higher proficiency level in Chinese, and that the 

improvement of the distance participants manifested more strongly than that of the on-campus 

group. This is especially the case in terms of the improvement in conversational tactics and 

interactional skills, which can be more easily obtained through conscious awareness. 

However, it is equally the case that more intensive and quality language production was 

generated by participants with higher proficiency during task completion. More quality interactional 

features which are conducive to language acquisition (e.g. negotiation for meaning, and clarification 

and repetition requests in the target language) emerged during these videoconferences. To 

summarize, both groups of participants enjoyed qualitative improvements of various degrees and 

aspects in their language learning. 

The fact that both the on-campus and distance groups benefited linguistically from these 

videoconferencing sessions indicates the importance of oral-visual interaction to L2 acquisition, 

particularly in distance mode. Thus, the research question – in what ways oral-visual interaction 

via videoconferencing facilitates L2 acquisition at a distance – is partially answered. 

6.3.3 Recommendations for language learning potential 

The first videoconferencing session should be geared more towards familiarizing the students with 

the various functions of a videoconferencing tool than dealing with linguistic content. Teachers can 

instruct students to try out different functions in the target language and encourage students to 

perform small tasks presenting minimum linguistic challenges. 
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As discussed above, a critical issue that should be taken into consideration when designing a 

videoconferencing task is the density of the frequency of focus on form. It has to be stressed again 

that too many occasions of focus on form in a task intended for learners of low level of target 

language proficiency can interrupt the interaction, resulting in discouragement for the learner and 

difficulty in task completion on time. Thus when designing a speaking task for this group of 

learners, unknown linguistic elements, such as new words or structures, should be avoided because 

learners would have plentiful opportunities to deal with unfamiliar linguistic and interactional 

elements arising during task completion. However, with more proficient learners, unknown 

linguistic elements can be deliberately built into the task to provide sufficient occasions for 

beneficial focus on form. Nevertheless, there should be only occasional opportunities for focus on 

form so that the flow of interaction is maximized. Furthermore, linguistic problems arising during 

oral-visual interaction that do not interfere with the flow of interaction should be dealt with when 

the task is completed. 

6.4 Learner fit 

The criterion of learner fit addresses task appropriateness from two perspectives: evidence that 

suggests that (1) “the targeted linguistic forms are at an appropriate level of difficulty of the 

learners” and (2) that “the task is appropriate to learners’ individual characteristics” (Chapelle, 2001, 

p. 68). Data in Section 5.2.3 indicates that both the on-campus and distance participants perceived 

that all the tasks were set at an appropriate level of difficulty, despite the fact that their Chinese 

language proficiency varied. Analysis of such consensus further reveals that variations exist even 

within this general parameter of agreement. 

6.4.1 Consensus and its variations 

A comparison of the comments on the level of difficulty of tasks revealed an interesting consensus: 

although the participants’ proficiency was different, they all believed, with a different understanding 

of the level of difficulty, that the task was set at the right linguistic level. It was also found from 

participant feedback that participants perceived differently what the right level of difficulty was. 

Their attitude towards the level of difficulty also differed. For example, Student 3 had the highest 

proficiency and believed that the task was quite easy, but she preferred this level because practising 

speaking, listening and responding was more important to her (see Section 5.2.3). Similarly, Student 

2, who had the lowest proficiency, also believed that the task was at the right level for her but 

indicated it was not easy (see Section 5.2.3). Student 1’s response was quite complicated in that he 

believed that the task was difficult, but at the same time requested it be harder so that he could learn 
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more of the language (see Section 5.2.3). This indicates that there was still room for even more 

difficult tasks for this particular student. The same pattern also appeared in the responses from the 

distance participants, all of whom believed that the level of the tasks was within their grasp. From 

these responses, the right level of difficulty does not fall on a certain fixed point, but within a 

certain range. Within this range, each participant occupied a different place. This consensus 

indicates that learners have a wide scope of tolerance to the level of difficulty of a task. 

6.4.2 Reasons for the consensus at the task design level 

At the task design level, to ensure learner fit, the following characteristics of the participants from 

both the on-campus and distance groups were identified: 

1. Both groups of participants only possessed basic Chinese proficiency, which would limit 

the topics covered in the tasks. 

2. The distance participants had a lower level of proficiency in Chinese in respect to their 

listening, speaking and interactional skills. 

Thus, in designing the tasks, special attention was paid to the learners’ linguistic repertoire and 

abilities. In comparison with the on-campus students who had just finished their first year Chinese 

learning with 5 contact hours a week, the distance students with a similar length of studying the 

language had a lower Chinese proficiency, especially in terms of interactional skills, due to lack of 

exposure to spontaneous oral-visual interaction. This was confirmed in Stage One and Stage Two of 

the evaluation. In other words, the distance participants only had a basic level of proficiency with a 

limited number of structures and vocabulary at their disposal, in terms of their speaking skills. To 

ensure that the level of the tasks was within the capability of these distance students, textbooks for 

the first two study periods (CHN11 & CHN12) were used as a basis for the level of difficulty of the 

mega task as a whole and for some themes of the subtasks designed for this evaluation. Also taken 

into consideration in task design was the level of proficiency of the first year on-campus 

participants to ensure the topics in the tasks were within familiar territory. 

Closely related to the language proficiency of the participants was the way the tasks were 

designed and conducted in the trials. The framework of the tasks was set at a certain level (for 

example, about applying for a job), but the level of language use was adjusted and controlled by the 

teacher during task performance in accordance with each participant’s level of proficiency. Thus the 

tasks were designed to contain a certain degree of flexibility, providing opportunities for the 

development of different linguistic levels. This was achieved more at the task performance level. 
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6.4.3 Reasons for the consensus at the task performance level 

In view of the differences in linguistic levels of different learners, within the same task frame, I 

deliberately guided the conversation to a slightly more sophisticated level with the on-campus 

students. For example, with the distance students, I would ask a simple question such as “do you 

have a brother?”, while with the on-campus students, the same question would be extended to 

“could you please tell me if you have a brother?”. This was to ensure a smooth performance of the 

tasks by both groups of students, and at the same time to provide sufficient and more complicated 

input for learners of higher proficiency. Here the advantage of the one-to-one nature of NetMeeting 

was clearly demonstrated because it allowed the instructor to adjust the conversation to a level 

suitable to an individual learner’s linguistic ability, making the tutorial more effective than multiple-

point conferencing. This experience indicates that one-to-one videoconferencing can be effective, 

especially when the learners’ levels of proficiency vary or are not high enough to perform group 

collaborative tasks. (For detailed discussion on one-to-one interaction, see Section 6.3.1) 

The above discussion reveals that at both the task designing and performing levels, the 

participants’ linguistic capabilities and individual characteristics were taken into consideration, as 

suggested by Chapelle (2001). 

6.4.4 Recommendations for learner fit 

In view of the fact that most distance language learners only possess a basic level of speaking 

proficiency, at the task designing level, videoconferencing tasks should be planned and conducted 

in an oral context, starting at the very basic level, at least for the first few sessions. Room for 

adjustments and flexibility should be embedded in task design, and various levels of modification 

should be introduced at the task performance level. For example, useful phrases for maintaining the 

flow of oral-visual interaction should first be sent (e-mailed, or posted on the Web) to the learner, 

and occasions should be created for those phrases to be used in task completion. After a solid 

foundation is laid in interactional skills, more complicated tasks can be brought in for the 

subsequent videoconferencing sessions. More importantly, language professionals should 

consciously adjust the level of task difficulty according to each individual’s needs and 

characteristics, and the one-to-one mode of the Internet-based videoconferencing tools allows for 

such personalized teaching and for such personal interaction. 
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6.5 Authenticity 

The analysis of the authenticity of the tasks seeks evidence in regard to the connection between 

videoconferencing tasks and real world tasks. The findings in Section 5.2.4 correspond to 

Chapelle’s (2001, p. 90) argument that “authenticity needs to be considered in a more-or-less 

fashion rather than as an all-or-nothing attribute of a task, and it needs to be considered relative to a 

context of interest rather than in absolute terms”. 

6.5.1 Progressive improvement on the authenticity of the tasks 

Data contained in Section 5.2.4 further supports the contention of O’Conaill et al. (1993) and 

O’Dowd (2000) that videoconferencing is more suitable for planned tasks than for casual 

conversations and general discussions due to its practical limitations. Section 5.2.4 reveals that the 

first set of tasks was designed out of consideration for its usefulness and practicality in real life 

situations, with a job application as the main theme. On-campus participants evaluated this set as 

useful and related to their own life experiences. Based on the suggestion of the on-campus students 

that a variety of topics be included, a free chat section was then added to the original tasks in Set 2. 

The distance participants enjoyed the free chat but found it hard to switch roles from themselves to 

the roles in the role-play. O’Dowd (2000, p. 59) proposed that videoconferencing sessions “should 

start off with ice breaker activities such as short quizzes or vocabulary games where both groups get 

to interact with each other”. The results from this research show that a free chat at the beginning of 

each task serves as an effective ice breaker activity, and the participants endorsed it. This finding 

corresponds with what Hampel & Hauck (2004, p. 78) discovered in their investigation. The warm-

up activities in their audio conferencing “not only helped to get into a German-speaking frame of 

mind’ but also are “essential to get people talking and to create a relaxed and open online 

atmosphere”. 

Set 3 was then introduced with more topics about oneself and one’s family and daily life. At the 

same time, certain basic linguistic forms were highlighted in this set to raise the participants’ 

awareness. Doughty (1991) argues that CALL materials with explicitly specified linguistic forms 

can offer better language potential than those without. This new set of tasks was greatly favoured by 

the distance participants and found to be more suitable to their level of proficiency. More natural 

language production was observed when the tasks related more to the participants’ life experiences. 

At the same time, participants consciously employed the specified linguistic forms during task 

completion. Consequently a favourable environment for language acquisition was created. The 

above findings suggest that progressive improvement in the authenticity of tasks can be necessary 

and inevitable for the promotion of language acquisition. Language professionals should be alert to 
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such necessity and adjust task authenticity accordingly. This is especially true as videoconferencing 

is still a new form of language learning and teaching. 

6.5.2 Participants’ perceptions of the authenticity of tasks 

Both the on-campus and distance participants were positive about the authenticity of the three sets 

of tasks and their usefulness in improving their language proficiency. Although the major theme 

was a job application, in sets 1 and 2, the inclusive nature of the tasks provided participants with 

opportunities to engage in talking about their life experiences, prices, ordering drinks and food and 

explaining directions. Set 3 offered the participants even more opportunities to relay their life 

experience and less role-playing, making it more relevant to their everyday life. This finding 

supports Nunan’s (1993) contention that task authenticity promotes meaningful interaction and 

encourages more personal involvement in the tasks. 

In summary, none of the on-campus participants found role-playing difficult. Their ready 

acceptance of the role-playing tasks may come from their familiarity with this type of pedagogical 

exercise, thanks to their frequent engagement in such tasks in their face-to-face lectures and 

tutorials. In contrast, the distance participants generally found it difficult to assume a role in 

interaction, and constantly reverted to talking about themselves. A number of reasons contributed to 

this difficulty. First, they had been learning the language alone without interacting with others, and 

had never taken part in any role-playing tasks. Second, closely related to the first reason, is their 

lack of ready-to-use linguistic repertoire to interact naturally with other people. Third, also due to 

lack of exposure to interaction with others, they did not possess sufficient interactional skills to 

conduct a role-play with ease. Naturally, talking about themselves with less interaction with others 

seemed easier. Fourth, most distance language learners are adults who often may find role-plays 

awkward. 

To summarize, the findings in regard to the authenticity of tasks confirm the general argument in 

the literature that task authenticity promotes more meaningful interaction in the target language, 

which in turn generates more comprehensible language production and provides the learner with 

more specific learning goals and more active personal involvement. 

6.5.3 Recommendations for task authenticity 

First, a combination of pedagogical and real-world tasks should be offered with an emphasis on the 

relevancy to the learner’s life experiences. Pedagogical tasks, such as role-plays and games, can be 

gradually introduced when the learner’s proficiency is improved and they become more comfortable 

with spontaneous oral-visual interaction. Furthermore, when designing role-plays, the 
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characteristics of adult learners should be taken into consideration. Second, topics involving basic 

sentence structures and vocabulary are recommended for those distance learners who are using 

videoconferencing for the first time, as most of them would not have possessed sophisticated 

interactional skills and fluency for engaging in in-depth discussions on serious social issues. Third, 

recycling of language usages and sentence structures should be embedded in task design and is 

deemed important for distance language learners because of their limited exposure to the target 

language environment. Fourth, warm-up activities, such as a free chat in the target language, should 

be provided to facilitate a relaxed target language learning environment. 

6.6 Positive impact 

Chapelle (2001, p. 90) states that “[d]escriptions of CALL throughout the past 30 years abound with 

statements about the positive influence of CALL activities on language classrooms”. This is because 

these CALL activities have enriched classroom teaching. However, the impact of videoconferencing 

on DLE is far more significant than just enriching the activities in distance language teaching. It, 

impacts on DLE in many revolutionary ways by providing DLE with what it has been crucially 

lacking: spontaneous oral-visual interaction. Participants’ improvement in Chinese through the five 

hours of videoconferencing is a prime indicator of such a positive impact. As this impact has been 

discussed in sections 5.2.2 and 6.3.3, this section will concentrate on the analysis of the impact of 

the video, the impact on the sense of isolation, and the impact on participants’ confidence building 

and enthusiasm in learning. Again, it can be argued that the positive impact of the five 

videoconferencing sessions was much more keenly felt by the distance group than by the on-

campus group. 

6.6.1 The impact of the video 

Findings in Section 5.2.5 indicate a distinctive difference between the impact of the video on the 

on-campus and distance participants. On the whole, the on-campus participants were more critical 

of the video quality, and did not think video was absolutely necessary to language learning. For 

example, Student 2 believed that video was only important in the first few sessions and then became 

a distraction after the people involved in the videoconference had got to know each other. Most on-

campus participants concentrated more on listening than looking at the video image on the 

computer screen. In fact, none of them looked at the video all the time. Two factors may contribute 

to their attitude towards the video. They had been attending my lectures on campus for a whole year 

and there was little further need to identify me during the two-way conversation. However, if it 

were a multi-way conferencing session, the need to identify the speaker would be greater. Besides, 
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the on-campus participants could have used the quality of face-to-face lectures as a reference when 

judging the quality of the video. Thus the ‘poor’ video quality did not encourage them to 

consistently watch the video. 

In contrast, despite the fact that the video quality was not as good as that in the Intranet condition, 

and even problematic at times, all of the distance participants believed that it was most important to 

have the video, and they all looked at the video constantly during the sessions. The importance of 

the video in providing paralinguistic cues and in establishing a personal link was emphasized 

repeatedly in the interviews. This positive perception of the video corresponds with what Ibañez & 

Duque (1999, p. 2) report about the LEVERAGE project. Their participants regard the video as “the 

most important tool” and “the best of the sessions”. 

Table 4.11 also shows that video was ranked only second to audio by the distance participants 

while most of the on-campus participants favoured the Whiteboard more than the video. (see 

Section 4.2.4) 

Such differences between the perceptions of the on-campus and distance participants can be 

analyzed from both linguistic and social perspectives. Linguistically, the on-campus participants 

had been accustomed to a much richer input of non-verbal and paralinguistic cues in face-to-face 

interaction, while the distance participants only had access to text-based interaction. A popular 

belief is that text-based interaction lacks the access to nonverbal and paralinguistic cues important 

in face-to-face interaction (for example, Sproull and Kiesler, 1986). Although this notion was 

challenged by others such as O’Malley et al. (1996), conversational and interactional cue limitations 

in text-based interaction have been generally recognized in the literature. For example, Walther et al. 

(1994, p. 465), while admitting the existence of cue limitations in CMC (text-based), claimed that it 

“is a question of rate, not capability”. This is because “due to cue limitations of CMC [text-based], 

the medium cannot convey all the task-related as well as social information in as little time as 

multichannel face-to-face communication”. In a videoconferencing environment, certain cue 

limitations are still present, such as body movement below the shoulders. However, body movement 

above the shoulders, facial expressions and certain hand gestures are all available in real-time. In 

other words, the limitation of paralinguistic cues is the limitation of the scope of the Web Camera 

itself, not of videoconferencing. It therefore can be concluded that videoconferencing can generate a 

learning environment and interaction much closer to that of face to face than can other media. 

Having been deprived of any visual interaction, the distance participants appreciated any 

opportunity to interact orally and visually with another human being in the target language, 

regardless of the not-so-perfect video quality. 
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From a social perspective, the on-campus participants had enjoyed a closer learning community, 

which had been unavailable to the distance participants. Stacey (1999, p. 30) points out the 

importance of learning community by saying: “[l]earners at a distance can often lack the social 

student network of the on-campus student, which provides them with a comparative perspective of 

their progress with the course”. This also explains why the distance participants valued the personal 

link established through the video between themselves and the teacher. The importance of this 

visual link was frequently mentioned in the interviews. The following excerpt from the post-trial 

survey indicates that Participant A felt strongly about being able to see her tutor: 

[…] I also really liked putting a face to my tutor’s name, which I have not been able to do in 

any other open learning units. (PTS -2.5) 

The fact that we had never met before and that they had never been exposed to any oral-visual 

interaction in the language may have played a significant part in their extremely positive perception 

of the impact of the video on their learning experience. The linguistic and social benefits of the 

video were neatly summed up by Participant E in her following remarks: 

The very best thing was having the chance to engage in spontaneous conversation, and to 

develop a personal relationship with my tutor. I also really enjoyed seeing my Chinese progress, 

and think that regular conversation like this would be an invaluable addition to study. (PTS-2.5) 

In summary, video was perceived to be especially important for distance students who worked in 

isolation. It was observed that the Open Learning students were genuinely delighted to see me, 

especially on the first occasion, and they watched the video much more constantly than the on-

campus students. 

The enthusiasm and improvement in the language proficiency of the distance participants echo 

Riddle’s (1990) contention that face-to-face meeting helps to establish a rapport that can lead to 

better interaction. This is especially true of the distance language learning environment, where face-

to-face contact is limited or non-existent. The establishment of a personal link between the teacher 

and the learner plays a fundamental role in fostering the participants’ positive perception of 

videoconferencing. The provision of video had helped to reduce the linguistic and social insecurity 

and anxiety felt by most distance language learners and promote motivation for learning. 

6.6.2 The impact on the sense of isolation 

Feelings of isolation have been documented extensively in DE literature and are regarded as one of 

the reasons for the high average rate of dropout (e.g. Bernard & Amundsen, 1989), and low quality 



 226

of learning attainment (e.g. Abrami & Bures, 1996). Isolation is inherent in DE because of physical 

distance (Bullen, 1998; Bernard et al., 2000). The impact of isolation was also clearly evident in the 

learning of the distance participants in this study. For this reason, the distance participants received 

videoconferencing with more enthusiasm than did the on-campus participants. Their appreciation of 

the personal links generated by videoconferencing was one of the most noticeable differences 

between the on-campus and the distance group. Because of the physical distance separating the 

distance participants from each other and from their education provider, no learner community had 

been formed to support a social network, which had been a crucial part of the learning experience 

for the on-campus learners. As a result, such isolation often brings frustration, especially when 

learners encounter problems and difficulties in their learning. Isolation was more keenly felt by 

distance language learners than by learners of other disciplines because they were learning a 

language for communication but often found that they had no one to communicate with. 

Videoconferencing certainly helped to reduce the sense of isolation in their learning and to 

“humanize” the distance-learning experience by providing a platform for communication and 

interaction in the target language. Participant D’s remark is typical and to the point: 

I really liked being able to converse face to face. With no other Chinese speakers to converse 

with, this was of immense benefit. I was able to ask questions and receive immediate answers, 

was able to practise speaking and gain confidence, and was able to ‘humanise’ what had 

previously been an isolated academic experience. (PTS-2.5) 

It was the strong need to communicate with others in the target language and to establish a 

personal link with the teacher that gave rise to the enthusiasm and acceptance of videoconferencing 

and, as a result, they became more tolerant of the present service standard of the technology. 

6.6.3 The impact on confidence building 

Similar to the findings in regard to the impact of the video and the reduction of isolation, data in 

Section 5.2.5 suggests that confidence building was never an issue with the on-campus group, 

probably because they enjoyed plenty of opportunities to speak Chinese with other people in face-

to-face interaction. However, it was just such interaction that the distance language learners were 

lacking. As a result, at the start of the trial, the distance participants were very nervous when 

speaking the language and being spoken to in the language. Again a sharp contrast emerged 

between the on-campus and distance participants. The on-campus participants were much more 

relaxed and carried the conversations with more ease. In contrast, panic, apprehension and 

frustration could easily be observed among the distance participants, especially in the first two 

sessions. Such nervousness even existed before the trial started, as Participant A described: 
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I am excited about it, but a little nervous too, I have never really used my Chinese like this. I 

have no problem writing (especially with my dictionary!), but my mind just goes blank when I 

am put on the spot and even in exams! I have difficulty remembering the words… 

However, data from both the post-session interviews and post-trial written survey (see Section 

5.2.5) indicates that the distance participants felt more confident as the sessions progressed. This 

confidence came from knowing that they could speak the language with more ease and less 

nervousness, and that their spoken Chinese was improving with each videoconferencing session. 

Despite the fact that they encountered more technical problems than the on-campus participants did, 

they were not discouraged. On the contrary, they appeared to be more tolerant of technical 

difficulties. This attitude was clearly reflected in the following remark from Participant A: 

But compared to the hundreds of positives I experienced with netmeeting [NetMeeting], this 

[video delay] is really just a very minor inconvenience, and will only get better as technology 

improves – which is very rapid these days! To put it this way, if it was not for having the 

opportunity of these netmeeting [NetMeeting] sessions, I would be 500% worse at speaking and 

understanding Chinese than I am now! So in the big scheme of things, these minor delays were 

really not an issue. 

In fact, the increased confidence in speaking and learning the target language was strongly 

emphasized by all the distance participants. It can be said that videoconferencing task performance 

and completion were a process of confidence building for the distance participants. The importance 

of this process cannot be overlooked, as lack of confidence was one of the reasons for the low 

retention rate in distance education (see Bullen, 1998). In other words, confidence building is 

crucial to distance learning success. Without videoconferencing, their nervousness and lack of 

confidence in learning and using the target language would not be overcome and would affect their 

language acquisition and its actual use in real life. 

6.6.4 The impact on participants’ enthusiasm in videoconferencing supported DLE 

The distance learners’ enthusiasm for the provision of oral-visual interaction supported by 

videoconferencing was one of the most obvious and valuable experiences emerging from this trial. 

Such enthusiasm forms a distinctive contrast to that of the on-campus students who did not exhibit 

much keenness for such interaction, mainly because they had never been deprived of face-to-face 

interaction. All distance participants recommended the inclusion of videoconferencing in their 

language learning for linguistic and other benefits (e.g. confidence building and the establishment 

of a learning community). This strong need for spontaneous interaction in DLE further establishes 
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the significance and urgency of this research. It is hoped that findings from this research will speed 

up the process of incorporating videoconferencing in DLE. 

In conclusion, the positive impacts generated by videoconferencing are significant and manifold, 

especially for the distance participants. Videoconferencing provides them with what they need 

most in their learning: synchronous oral-visual interaction in the target language. Such 

interaction is not an added advantage; it is a crucial component that has been missing in their 

learning. Although this research focuses its discussion on the above areas of positive impact, the 

impact of videoconferencing on DLE may be much more far reaching, and needs ongoing 

assessments by distance language professionals. 

6.6.5 Recommendation for increasing positive impact 

Drawing on the above discussion, the following recommendations for generating a positive impact 

on learners’ learning experiences are suggested. 

Due to isolation from others, most learners are too nervous to speak the target language. Thus, in 

task design and performance, more attention should be paid to strategies to increase the learner’s 

confidence. At the beginner’s level, learners should be encouraged to use the target language 

whenever possible, for example, to clarify meaning and request information in the target language. 

For more advanced learners, it may be desirable to provide opportunities for learners to lead the 

conversation. 

Furthermore, videoconferencing should be incorporated into distance language programs as an 

ongoing measure to establish regular personal contact between the learner and the teacher, and 

among the learners themselves. Thus a learning community with peer support can be created and 

the sense of isolation can be effectively reduced. 

6.7 Summary 

Following Chapters 4 and 5, which contain the results from stages one and two of the evaluation of 

NetMeeting, this chapter has conducted an in-depth analysis of these findings in regard to the 

technological capabilities and pedagogical values of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing. 

In accordance with the criteria underpinning the selection of videoconferencing tools and task 

appropriateness, and drawing on the theories and practices in L2 literature, this chapter has 

examined the practicality of NetMeeting, the language potential of the videoconferencing tasks 

designed for this study, the fit between the learner and the level of difficulty of these tasks, the 

authenticity and the positive impact of the tasks on the learner. This examination has led to the 
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conclusion that desktop videoconferencing is a mature and powerful medium that can successfully 

support (at least, one-to-one) oral-visual interaction in meaning-based tasks, despite the existence of 

latency and limitations in Internet bandwidth. Overall, these findings contribute to our 

understanding of the capabilities of the present generation videoconferencing tools and of the scope 

and depth of oral-visual interaction supported by videoconferencing. Even though the participants’ 

levels of Chinese proficiency were low and varied, the positive impact of such interaction on the 

participants’ language acquisition has been ascertained. Furthermore confidence building emerged 

strongly. Both groups of participants felt that the advantages of the videoconferencing outweighed 

the limitations in the present generation of Internet technology, and that the videoconferences had 

been a very worthwhile and rewarding experience. All the distance participants proposed the 

incorporation of videoconferencing into their Chinese learning program. 

Especially significant is the validity of the criteria for evaluating the appropriateness of 

videoconferencing-supported tasks, and the recommendations in relation to each of these criteria. 

These criteria were first proposed in Section 3.4.2 in reference to Chapelle’s criteria for evaluating 

the appropriateness of CALL tasks, and then further verified and enriched in the two-stage 

evaluation of NetMeeting. They proved to be comprehensive, but not exhaustive, as 

videoconferencing is still new to language professionals. Future research and practice will no doubt 

benefit from these criteria and recommendations. Most significantly, these criteria have helped to 

evaluate data in relation to the second subsidiary research question: what are the benefits and 

limitations of videoconferencing-supported oral and visual interaction in the process of L2 

acquisition? On the basis of data on this second subsidiary question, recommendations have been 

made on each of the criteria. 

Thus far, this research has successfully answered the central research question from both a 

theoretical and empirical perspective: 

In what ways is real-time oral-visual interaction, enabled by videoconferencing, able to 
facilitate L2 acquisition at a distance? 

This study now proceeds to the concluding chapter, Chapter 7, with conclusions and implications 

for future research. 
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction 

This study has set out to find a solution for a practical need which is evident with all language 

learning at a distance: the need for provision of oral-visual interaction. It argues that oral-visual 

interaction is an indispensable component when communicative language learning is the goal. 

Unfortunately, such interaction has been sadly lacking in most distance language programs. In 

finding a solution to this core problem facing DLE, this study has examined the technological and 

pedagogical values of oral-visual interaction via Internet-based desktop videoconferencing. In this 

examination, meaning-based communicative tasks with occasions of focus on form were designed 

and tested in order to investigate the benefits and limitations of videoconferencing-supported 

interaction required for distance language learning. Rich data was collected from this empirical 

study that shed light on many issues concerning DLE, issues such as our understanding of the needs 

of the distance language learners, the depth and scope of videoconferencing-based interaction and 

the potential of such technology-mediated interaction for a new generation of distance language 

education. In so doing, this data provides definitive answers to the central research question, that is, 

in what ways is real-time oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing able to facilitate L2 

acquisition at a distance? 

This chapter draws conclusions on the major contributions of this study to the fields of distance 

language education and the study of CMC. These contributions include: 

♦ the identification of the most urgent needs facing distance language learners; 

♦ the redefinition of distance education; 

♦ the proposal of a theory on an emerging fourth generation DLE; 

♦ the creation of a new taxonomy of interaction in the context of CMC; 

♦ the development of criteria for evaluating the technological capabilities of 

videoconferencing tools; 

♦ the development of criteria for evaluating the appropriateness of meaning-based 

videoconferencing tasks; 

♦ the evaluation of findings of the technological capabilities of videoconferencing-supported 

oral-visual interaction for L2 acquisition at a distance; and 
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♦ the evaluation of findings of the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-supported oral-

visual interaction for L2 acquisition at a distance. 

Following this summary, implications for future research are discussed, thus answering the third 

subsidiary research question: What are the implications and potential of oral-visual interaction via 

videoconferencing for L2 acquisition in distance mode? Some final remarks point to the 

significance of this research for distance language education. 

7.2 Contributions of this research 

As pointed out in Section 3.5, the contribution of this research must be qualified by the small case 

study sample and limited to students with elementary Chinese proficiency. The sample would seem 

to limit the generalizations available from the research finding. However, as Yin (1990, p. 21) 

points out, “case studies, like experiments, are generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to 

populations or universes”. The contributions and implications of this study are therefore discussed 

in the context of established theories in L2 acquisition and evaluation criteria, and in reference to 

other empirical studies on the use of CMC in distance education. Although the sample is limited, it 

provides rich and in-depth data, which would be impossible to gather in a larger and more varied 

sample. With the above qualifications, the research findings may extend beyond the case study 

sample. 

The contributions of this study are not discussed in order of importance. Instead, this discussion 

follows the progressive process of this study, in order to demonstrate its importance and originality 

step by step, leading to the most significant contribution of this study, which is discussed in Section 

7.2.8. 

7.2.1 The identification of the most urgent needs facing distance language learners 

This research has been informed not only by the literature on distance language learning and the use 

of CMC in language teaching and learning, but also by the practical problem facing distance 

language learning imposed by distance itself. My observations of the distance language students at 

Griffith University and the surveys in the preliminary studies of this research confirmed the severity 

of the problem of lack of exposure to oral-visual interaction in distance language learning (see 

sections 1.4 & 3.1). The serious consequence of this problem later became more concrete in Stage 

Two of the evaluation of the NetMeeting supported oral-visual interaction, in which the distance 

participants were found to have a very limited level of listening, speaking and interactional skills 
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(see sections 5.2.2 & 6.3.2). This in itself demonstrates the gravity of this problem. At the same 

time, it provided a basis from which to search for a solution. 

7.2.2 The creation of a new taxonomy of interaction in the context of CMC 

In the investigation of the technologies to support oral-visual interaction, CMC emerged as a 

core solution to the provision of oral-visual interaction in DLE. The literature review in this study 

examined CMC supported interaction, in terms of its evolving nature, its scope and depth. This 

scrutiny addressed some of the confusions over the definitions of CMC. It then redefined CMC in 

order to reflect developments in this fast-changing field. The new definition of CMC developed in 

this study identifies CMC as communications between human beings via a computer network. 

Consequently the content and scope of CMC was extended in this redefinition to include the use of 

audio and videoconferencing tools. In line with this new definition, this study proposes a new 

taxonomy of interaction in the context of CMC in terms of its potential for language learning and 

learner goals, that is, written interaction (e.g. supported by e-mail and online chat), oral interaction 

(e.g. supported by audio conferencing) and oral-visual interaction (e.g. supported by 

videoconferencing). This new taxonomy classifies more accurately the technologies and capabilities 

of each type of CMC-based interaction. This research further points out that each of the three types 

of interaction caters for different language learning goals, which, at the same time, can be 

complementary. Consequently future research should address them individually and in combination 

in order to maximize their potential. It is believed that this new taxonomy will shed light on future 

application and research of CMC in L2 learning in distance mode, and will allow future research to 

focus on the appropriate and specific type(s) of interaction in their attempt to provide an optimal 

environment for distance language learning. (see Section 2.3.2; Wang, 2004a) 

7.2.3 The redefinition of Distance Education (DE) 

The identification of the distance learners’ need for oral-visual interaction led this study to an 

examination of DLE history. This research revealed an inadequacy in the previous definitions of 

Distance Education (DE) by various scholars (e.g. Keegan, 1983, 1996), and a need to enrich the 

definition. This research thus enhanced the definition of DE by identifying characteristics of DE 

that were not included in the previous definitions developed by various scholars, such as learner 

characteristics and the issue of social distance. Furthermore, this redefinition also embraces the 

developments of DE at the beginning of the 21st century, such as the impact of real-time Internet 

technology (see Section 2.4.1). On the basis of this redefinition, this research proposed a new theory 

on the emergence of a fourth generation DLE. (see below) 
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7.2.4 The proposal of a theory on an emerging fourth generation DLE 

My attempt to find a solution to the problem of lack of interaction in distance education also guided 

this research to an extensive review of what had been achieved in the provision of interaction in 

DLE since its inception. Moreover, the use of advanced computer technology, in particular, 

synchronous and real-time Internet technology, warrants a constant reappraisal of the distance 

teaching and learning paradigm, especially in the case of language learning. This reappraisal is 

required largely because language learning relies even more heavily on the use of technology than 

do most other areas of distance education. Technology, computer technology in particular, has major 

repercussions for the area of language learning because of the communicative nature of such 

learning. Drawing on the reappraisal of the characteristics and achievements of the first three 

generations, this research put forward a theory of the emergence of a fourth generation distance 

language education, challenging the commonly held three generation theory. 

The traits of this fourth generation are largely determined by the use of cutting edge technologies, 

especially Internet-based real-time technology, in the provision of oral-visual interaction in DLE, 

and can be summarized as follows: 

♦ greater choice of mode of subject matter delivery; 

♦ wider physical coverage – reaching more learners; 

♦ more authentic language learning environments; and, most importantly; 

♦ the provision of synchronous and real-time multi-way interaction, for the first time in DLE 

history. 

The creation of this new generation advances and challenges the three-generation theory 

commonly held by the existing literature. This new division redefines the dividing line for the third 

and fourth generations, and categorizes more precisely the roles played by different computer 

technologies in distance education for language learning. Furthermore, by way of depicting the 

present situation and the capabilities of today’s educational technologies, this research suggests a re-

conceptualization of DE. The advancement in network technology and its extensive use in 

education blur the distinction between distance-learning and campus-based education. It is hoped 

that this division will help the distance language educator and learner to better understand the 

capabilities and potential of DLE in its fourth phase and what technologies can be utilized to further 

improve the distance mode of language learning. (see Section 2.4.6) 
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7.2.5 The development of criteria for evaluating the technological capabilities of 
videoconferencing tools 

After the theoretical context of this research was firmly established, the study proceeded to its 

empirical dimension, by examining the capabilities of a particular CMC technology – 

videoconferencing. However, as videoconferencing is still an emerging medium, criteria for 

selecting and evaluating its capabilities have not been substantially established in the literature. In 

view of this lacuna and informed by the limited existing literature on, and my empirical knowledge 

of, videoconferencing tools, this research developed five criteria for evaluating the technological 

capabilities of videoconferencing tools: user friendliness, video and audio quality, other features of 

pedagogical value, reliability and cost. The five criteria were then applied in the two-stage 

evaluation of NetMeeting and improved as the evaluation proceeded. They proved to be 

comprehensive. The development of these criteria bridges a gap in the research of 

videoconferencing, thus enriching our knowledge and understanding of the educational potential of 

this new medium. More importantly, future research can employ these criteria as both theoretical 

and empirical guidelines in selecting the appropriate videoconferencing tools. (see Section 3.4.1) 

7.2.6 The development of criteria for evaluating the appropriateness of meaning-based 
videoconferencing tasks 

Following the evaluation of the technological capabilities of videoconferencing-support oral-visual 

interaction using the above criteria, a task-based approach was adopted for evaluating the 

pedagogical potential of such interaction. Drawing on research in CALL task design, especially 

guidelines developed by Skehan (1998) and Chapelle (2001), this research proposed a set of criteria 

for evaluating the appropriateness of videoconferencing-supported tasks. These criteria are: (a) 

practicality, (b) language learning potential, (c) learner fit, (d) authenticity and (e) positive impact 

(see Section 3.4.2). Their validity was tested in the two-stage evaluation of NetMeeting, and they 

were found to be beneficial, providing the evaluation with depth and scope. In many ways, these 

criteria fill a void in videoconferencing task design and evaluation. 

7.2.7 The evaluation of findings and resulting recommendations regarding the 
technological capabilities of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing 

Another major contribution of this research is the findings from the two-stage evaluation in regard 

to the technological capabilities of NetMeeting, providing original data to the criterion of 

practicality. The evaluation conducted in four different network environments yielded a wealth of 

data, which not only strongly supports the use of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing in DLE 
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for the provision of oral-visual interaction, but also advances our understanding of the potential of 

this medium. 

The ease of installation and use makes NetMeeting a user-friendly videoconferencing tool, a 

merit that was unanimously agreed upon by both the on-campus and distance participants. 

A major contribution of this study is the confirmation of the state-of-the-art audio and video 

quality in supporting one-to-one real-time interaction. Without reliable sound and video quality, 

videoconferencing would be impossible. Particularly significant is the high performance standard of 

NetMeeting in the LAN-Internet-LAN environment, which indicates that with improved Internet 

bandwidth, quality one-to-one videoconferences at a distance will be easily attainable. At the same 

time, this study acknowledges the constraints of the Internet bandwidth, latency and the computing 

power of the individual PC on the quality of a videoconference. 

Another major finding is that, in contrast to most commercially available videoconferencing 

tools, NetMeeting offers features of great pedagogical value such as the Whiteboard, Document 

Sharing and File Transfer. The evaluation of these features confirmed their technical maturity and 

reliability in supporting a multimodal online learning environment. 

This research also confirmed the reliability of NetMeeting as a language learning tool. 

NetMeeting itself proved to be very reliable, despite the fact that the Internet could pose potential 

problems due to limited bandwidth and latency. 

Last but not least, NetMeeting is an economically viable tool for learners. The fact that 

NetMeeting can be freely downloaded from the Internet and that there is no maintenance cost 

involved effectively reduces the cost to both educational institutions and the learner, making it a 

more economically viable and sustainable option. Based on the above findings, comprehensive 

recommendations for employing videoconferencing tools in DLE have been suggested in reference 

to each of the criteria. (see Chapter 4 and Section 6.2) 

It has been argued throughout this research that distance language professionals should not just 

wait for the improvement of technology, despite the inevitable Internet development and the 

realization of broadband. Instead, in order to make distance language more interactive and effective, 

distance language professionals should work within the constraints of the existing technologies and 

maximize the advantages that they offer. Although there is a wealth of research on the use of 

computer technology in distance education, a mode of instruction seemingly welcomed by most 

distance educators, the use of Internet-based desktop videoconferencing tools has not been widely 

accepted in language teaching at a distance. This research points out that, while the technology is in 
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place, changes at the institutional, conceptual and practical levels are now needed to keep up with 

technological advancement. 

In summary, the empirical study of this research has extended our knowledge of the 

technological capabilities of videoconferencing tools and broadened our horizons by opening up 

new possibilities for providing oral-visual interaction in distance language learning. The 

significance of the empirical studies of this research lies in its confirmation that 4th generation 

technology is ready and capable, and will improve with the advancement of Internet technology in 

the near future. How to take advantage of this effective technology will be largely determined by 

the needs of teaching and learning. This was precisely what the next step of this research achieved – 

the investigation into the pedagogical values of videoconferencing-supported interaction in 

addressing the practical needs of the distance language learner. 

7.2.8 The evaluation of findings and resulting recommendations regarding the 
pedagogical values of oral-visual interaction via videoconferencing 

The contributions discussed above finally lead to the most significant contribution of this study: the 

evaluation of findings and resulting recommendations regarding the pedagogical values of oral-

visual interaction via videoconferencing. Instead of investigating only the technological level of 

videoconferencing-support interaction, as most existing studies do (see Salaberry, 2000, p. 29), this 

research has furthered our understanding of videoconferencing-based interaction by examining its 

pedagogical values in task completion. To achieve this, meaning-based interactive tasks were 

designed and performed in a videoconferencing environment. Criteria proposed by this research for 

evaluating the appropriateness of meaning-based tasks supported by videoconferencing were 

applied in the evaluation. The appropriateness of videoconferencing tasks was judged in terms of 

their language learning potential, learner fit, authenticity and positive impact. 

As the most important criterion of the five criteria for evaluating videoconferencing tasks, 

language learning potential was teased out and investigated in great detail, in terms of the provision 

of occasional focus on form and participants’ perceived improvement in Chinese. Opportunities of 

interactional modification, an important contributor to focus on form, were tallied and analyzed 

using the Varonis and Gass’s (1985) model. This in-depth analysis revealed the scope and depth of 

negotiation of meaning in videoconferencing-supported interaction. The support afforded by 

NetMeeting (e.g. the video, the Whiteboard, etc) also proved essential for oral-visual interaction. 

The combination of video, audio, the Whiteboard, File Transfer and Document Sharing helps to 

create an authentic language learning environment, in which the participants could rely on these 

NetMeeting features to interact with the teacher. In addition, in such a multimodal environment, all 
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senses were mobilized and their potential was maximized. As a result of such interaction, the 

participants’ Chinese proficiency was improved, qualified by both the researcher’s observation and 

the participants’ self-perception. 

The one-to-one nature of NetMeeting on the one hand enables the teaching to cater for individual 

needs of the learner. On the other, it promotes intensive interaction in, and production of, the target 

language. Personalized feedback from the teacher became immediately available to the individual 

learner. In a way it reproduced L1 (First Language) learning experience where one-to-one 

interaction is the basis for language learning. At the same time, the disadvantages of one-to-one 

interaction, such as lack of collaborative learning and inefficiency in terms of time and resource 

management, have also been acknowledged in this research. A combination of one-to-one and 

multi-way interaction is most desirable in distance language learning, and this study has directed 

our attention to the potential of multi-way interaction supported by desktop videoconferencing, and 

prepared us both theoretically and empirically for the research and employment of this advanced 

form of videoconferencing. (see Section 6.3.3) 

The findings in regard to learner fit contribute to our understanding of the learner’s receptiveness 

of task difficulties. In order to achieve a fit between learner’s level of language proficiency and the 

level of task difficulty, tasks should be designed in such a way that their level of difficulty can be 

adjusted in accordance with an individual learner’s proficiency and needs at the task performance 

level. Again the one-to-one interaction supported by videoconferencing is invaluable for addressing 

an individual distance learner’s needs and characteristics during task performance. (see Section 6.4) 

The inquiry into the authenticity of the tasks (that is, task relevancy to the real world) designed 

for this evaluation leads to the conclusion that constant improvement of task authenticity during 

task performance is necessary in order to promote more authentic target language production and 

interaction. Data shows that the more the tasks are closely related to the learner’s life experience, 

the easier it is for the learner to engage in interaction in the target language. (see Section 6.5) 

The positive impact of videoconferencing-supported tasks proved to be manifold and significant. 

Four features emerged as the most significant impact of videoconferencing: the positive impact of 

the video, confidence building, the reduction of the sense of isolation and increased enthusiasm in 

learning the language. These findings contribute to our understanding of the impact of oral-visual 

interaction supported by videoconferencing. The addition of such interaction further enriches the 

content and scope of distance language learning, changing it from text-based to orally and visually 

interactive for the first time in its history. The video in videoconferencing exposes the learner to the 

non-verbal aspects of the spoken language which would normally be lost in written and oral only 
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interaction, but are nevertheless essential to L2 acquisition. In this virtual learning environment, 

deep level learning occurred in which students acquire knowledge on how to learn and use the 

target language in real life. The significance of oral-visual interaction goes far beyond linguistic 

benefits. From a social perspective, videoconferencing provides the distance learner with a sense of 

connectedness, as one participant pointed out, videoconferencing “humanized” their learning 

experience (PTS-2.5). Through videoconferencing, a learning community can be formed for 

distance learners who have otherwise been working in isolation. Closely related to the reduction of 

isolation is the issue of confidence building with the use of videoconferencing. Participants 

repeatedly emphasized that they felt more confident in speaking and learning Chinese as the 

videoconferencing sessions advanced. Consequently, they were extremely enthusiastic about this 

form of learning and adamant about the incorporation of videoconferencing in their learning. 

Distance no longer separates the learner and the education provider in the same way as it did before. 

(see Section 6.6) 

Thus, data in relation to the five criteria (practicality, language learning potential, learner fit, 

authenticity and positive impact) has so far answered the central research question from various 

angles: in what ways is real-time oral-visual interaction, enabled by videoconferencing, able to 

facilitate L2 acquisition at a distance? 

This research further contributes to distance language education by providing recommendations 

for each of the criteria. These recommendations were drawn from the evaluation findings and offer 

beneficial and comprehensive guidelines for future research. 

To summarize, this research has contributed to distance language education both in theory and 

practice by shedding light on issues not considered by previous research. The results from this 

evaluation suggest that task-based interactive language learning at a distance can be adequately 

supported by videoconferencing, with the important finding that Internet-based desktop 

videoconferencing tools may emerge as a viable tool for generating oral-visual interaction in 

distance language learning. This is because it fulfils the two major rationales of distance language 

education – access and cost savings. The capabilities of videoconferencing in fostering spontaneous 

oral-visual interaction align it more closely with modern conceptions of language teaching 

emphasizing communicative task-based learning models. 

7.3 Implications for future research 

Dede (1996, p. 34) points out that “[t]he most significant influence on the evolution of distance 

education will not be the technical development of more powerful devices…but rather the 
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professional development of wise designers, educators and learners”. In this context, the 

implications for future research will be addressed under three broad headings: designers, educators 

and learners. 

7.3.1 Implications for course designers of a distance language learning program 

There are a number of implications from this research for the course design of a distance language 

learning program with interaction as its indispensable component. Ways of incorporating 

videoconferencing in distance language learning are suggested below. 

Firstly, activities using videoconferencing should be incorporated into the course as part of the 

assessable items. This is to avoid the pitfall of learners’ treating it as peripheral. For example, 

assessable speaking tasks can be designed in such a way that they require the employment of a 

videoconferencing tool to cooperate and communicate among learners. Advanced learners can be 

encouraged to use videoconferencing to complete such tasks as role-plays among themselves or 

with a native speaker on a regular basis. At the same time, the video can help the distance learners 

build a learning community, an essential social environment for successful language learning. 

Videoconferencing tools can also be used to provide regular speaking tutorials similar to the 

sessions in the evaluation conducted in this research. This is especially viable when the enrolment 

number is low, as in the case of the advanced level of the Open Learning Chinese Program at 

Griffith University. Tasks with clearly established and achievable goals for each videoconferencing 

session should be set beforehand and carried out in these tutorials. Learners should be encouraged 

to take advantages of videoconferencing features such as the video, audio, the Whiteboard, File 

Transfer and Document Sharing. The video can be used to demonstrate conversational prompters 

(e.g. a book, a photo etc.) to promote target language production. The Whiteboard is especially 

valuable in showing character writing, grammar explanations, and negotiation for meaning. 

Learners can transfer large sized document to the other party through File Transfer, and share 

documents on their desktop with the other party through Document Sharing. All these features are 

beneficial for effective interaction in the target language. 

Moreover, one-to-one videoconferencing can add a new dimension to language testing in that, 

for the first time in the history of distance language learning, speaking tests can be conducted in 

real-time. More authentic and cheat-proof than the telephone, videoconferencing supports 

interaction between the student and instructor in much the same way as in face-to-face interaction. 

However, the possible inconsistent audio and video quality should be taken into consideration when 

grading students’ performance. 
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Videoconferencing can also be employed for individual consultation. The Open Learning 

Chinese program at Griffith University is an example, as videoconferencing can replace or partly 

replace the telephone consultation service, which at the moment is the only venue for lecturer-

student oral communication. Videoconferencing-based consultation can be a more academically and 

economically viable option compared with telephone consultation. Instead of picking up a phone, 

the students can invite their teacher online to answer their questions more effectively with built-in 

conferencing functions such as the Whiteboard, Document Sharing and File Transfer. 

However, videoconferencing is unlikely to provide the full range of learning for distance 

language education. For this reason, a combination of technologies is needed in the fourth 

generation of DLE, as Kaye (1989) points out: 

These technologies [CMC and other on-line services] should not be considered as a substitute 

for existing media and methods which have already proved their worth for distance education. 

CMC will not in every case replace teachers, texts, telephone tuition, or residential seminars – 

for the majority of learners it will complement these earlier technologies, and in so doing vastly 

enrich the distance education experience. And for particular groups – the housebound, the 

handicapped…– CMC may well become the major lifeline to interactive learning opportunities. 

(p. 9) 

Due to the emergence of a great variety of CMC tools, such as e-mail, audio conferencing, and 

videoconferencing, the choice of medium or media poses some degree of difficulty. Based on the 

experience of this research, a bottom-up approach is suggested, that is, in selecting the appropriate 

CMC for distance language learning, the examination of the technological capabilities of a 

particular CMC tool should proceed after the learner’s needs and learning objectives have been 

determined. The tasks meeting the learning objectives may then be designed in accordance with the 

learner’s needs, proficiency and the practicality of the technology. The use of other CMC tools to 

supplement the one chosen can enhance the effectiveness of the teaching and learning process. For 

example, in my research e-mail was used occasionally to send lecture notes and so on for the 

purpose of supporting task completion during or after videoconferencing sessions, and e-mail 

proved to be very effective. The web can also be utilized to offer online technical and academic 

support for videoconferencing activities. 

A number of suggestions for meaning-based videoconferencing task design have been discussed 

in Chapter 6, in terms of language learning potential, learner fit, authenticity, and positive impact. 

During the evaluation of videoconferencing-supported tasks, it became evident that occasional 

focus on form promotes acquisition, while too frequent focus on form is detrimental to the flow of 
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interaction. Thus to maintain a beneficial frequency of focus on form at the task design and 

performance levels remains an ongoing challenge to language professionals. A fit between task 

difficulty level and the level of learner’s proficiency requires the embedding of room and flexibility 

for adjustments in task design. This is to ensure the introduction of levels of modification at the task 

performance level, in accordance with individual needs and proficiency. Another balance that needs 

to be struck is the one between the pedagogical and real-life tasks. Pedagogical tasks are often set 

with specific learning objectives, while tasks that use real-life experience help the learner with their 

communicative competence and promote motivation for learning the target language. Thus both 

types of task benefit language production and reproduction, and together they can generate 

improved learning outcomes. In order to promote learners’ confidence and enthusiasm, and to 

reduce the sense of isolation, the use of video and video clips could be explored to take full 

advantage of their potential. For example, for beginners, task design can include a variety of 

conversational prompters, such as a book or a piece of clothing, that can be viewed through the 

video function of a videoconferencing tool to further promote language production. For more 

advanced learners, role-plays and discussion on certain topics using video clips of a movie can be 

an excellent catalyst for language production. 

7.3.2 Implication for educators 

As videoconferencing is still new to distance language learning, there are a number of issues facing 

distance language educators. This new teaching paradigm requires them to be prepared 

technologically, pedagogically and psychologically. 

This research indicates that most videoconferencing tools are very user friendly. One does not 

have to be a computer expert to be able to use them. However, the more a language professional 

knows about computers and the Internet, the more confident he/she will be. As language 

professionals are the first contact point when the learner encounters a technical problem, the 

technologically competent teacher has more opportunity to offer better support to the learner. 

Furthermore, ongoing technical training for teachers needs to be made available by distance 

education institutions. At the same time, language professionals should become more alert to 

technological changes and keep themselves up-to-date with these changes. In other words, training 

for technological readiness should be an ongoing effort from the distance language professionals 

and institutions. 

At the same time, distance language professionals need to train for pedagogical readiness. As 

videoconferencing facilitates a new context for oral-visual interaction, effectively managing this 

multimodal learning environment will pose new challenges to distance language professionals. 
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Different from a face-to-face lecture, the one-to-one nature of desktop videoconferencing enables 

the teacher to provide more intensive and individualized teaching through the use of video, audio, 

text chat, etc. The intensive nature of such teaching requires more activities to be designed into the 

tasks in order to take full advantage of online time. Providing personalized assistance to the learner 

also calls for careful planning, awareness and sensitivity of an individual learner’s needs. For 

example, with students of higher proficiency, the teacher can offer help discreetly. Conversely, the 

teacher can guide the task performance more explicitly when the learner has a lower level of 

proficiency. 

In view of the instability of the Internet, distance language teachers need to develop a back-up 

plan, to be used when the videoconferencing sessions fail to proceed due to technical difficulties, 

such as a failed connection due to temporary Internet disruption or congestion. For example, e-mail 

can be used to forward lecture notes, or to rearrange a time for the abandoned tutorial. 

Last but not least, distance language professionals need to be ready psychologically. Interaction 

in a videoconferencing environment is similar to that of face-to-face but differs from it in important 

ways. For example, the combination of video, audio, text and other links enriches the learning 

environment, but at the same time can place considerable pressure and strain on the teacher as well 

as the learner. In such a multimodal environment, how to cope with the intensive demands of the 

technology and the learner is a new challenge to teachers, who have to constantly adjust themselves 

psychologically to this new teaching environment. Furthermore, due to a variety of reasons, 

especially the instability of the Internet services, videoconferencing sessions can fail. Distance 

language professionals have to be prepared for failures of this kind and encourage themselves and 

the learner to persevere. The psychology of interaction in the videoconferencing environment 

deserves more attention and research from language professionals as this new teaching and learning 

medium becomes widely used. 

7.3.3 Implication for learners 

The fact that only five out of the 11 students enrolled in the Open Learning program participated in 

the trial may suggest that not all learners are ready for videoconferences in terms of their computer 

skills and psychological preparedness. After all it is easier to remain in familiar comfort zones than 

venturing into unchartered territory. It was also discovered in the evaluation of NetMeeting that 

some learners possessed only very basic computer knowledge and easily became panicky when 

encountering a technological problem. This led to some apprehension of videoconferencing among 

the participants. 
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Most distance language learners also lacked confidence in their listening and speaking 

competence in the target language. Wegerif (1998, p. 38) noted a “threshold experience” among 

online students. Those who have crossed the threshold participate actively, but those who fail to 

make it to the threshold usually become onlookers of the learning community. These learner 

characteristics should be taken into consideration when using videoconferencing. It is suggested 

that one or two induction sessions be conducted before the substantial use of videoconferencing 

commences in order to provide learners with the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the 

technology and ready themselves psychologically for videoconferencing-supported learning. 

Ultimately the success of Internet-based distance language learning relies on the attitudes and the 

concerted work of course designers, educators and learners. In her discussion of the future of 

distance language learning, White (2003, p.321) also contends that “it is the participants [the 

learners, the teachers and support staff] themselves, and the attention that is paid to the participants 

within each context of delivery, that will determine the future of language learning in distance 

education, far more than any single innovation”. 

7.4 Final remarks 

To my knowledge, there has been little empirical research in the literature which evaluates the use 

of NetMeeting in a distance language learning context. This study therefore fills a long existing gap 

in DLE by addressing a real need in distance learning and offering a model for integrating 

videoconferencing into distance language learning, one which serves not as an extension or add-on 

component of the existing program, but as a vital solution to what has been practically lacking. For 

the first time in the history of distance language education, the whole distance-learning process can 

be transformed from asynchronous and non-real-time to orally and visually synchronous and real-

time. Although the physical distance between the learner and the education provider is still there, its 

effect can be minimized. It is not an exaggeration to conclude that Internet-based real-time 

technology is changing distance education qualitatively as well as quantitatively, advancing it into a 

fourth generation with oral-visual interaction as its defining feature. A whole new dimension has 

been opened to the field of DLE with the use of videoconferencing. Now deep learning and 

communicative competence can be expected from distance language education, and this research 

represents only the beginning of the important effort to make distance language learning a more 

worthwhile endeavour. 

The issue of obsolescence of technology was recognized early in this research (see Section 3.6). 

However, the scope of this book only allows the examination of the capabilities of one Internet-
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based desktop videoconferencing tool: NetMeeting. This was selected not only for its state-of-the 

art quality and capability, but also because it represents the future of the technology of its kind. I 

acknowledge the possibility that by the completion of this research, more advanced 

videoconferencing tools may be emerging to replace NetMeeting. In fact Microsoft has now 

integrated MSN with NetMeeting, in an attempt to simplify connection procedures. However, the 

basic characteristics and capabilities of videoconferencing tools discussed here are still applicable. 

More importantly, videoconferencing-supported task design distilled from this research and 

participants’ positive perceptions of videoconferencing will not fade into oblivion in the near future. 

On the contrary, these findings are gaining in importance as research in the use of desktop 

videoconference in learning has started to grow in recent years. Although the technology is 

changing rapidly, the larger pedagogical issues contained in this book are beyond obsolescence. In 

addition, these findings are applicable to any language learning at a distance and the approach of 

this research can be generalized and applied to other teaching and research. This research urges 

distance language professionals to be open to the use of whatever technology available to maximize 

the level and quality of oral-visual interaction, and in so doing, to create a more effective and 

efficient learning environment for distance language learners. 

The results of this research promise more than just a model for integrating videoconferencing 

tools into distance language learning, or even, for that matter, the option of making distance 

language learning more effective and attractive. The results help us visualize a globalized future of 

distance language learning and suggest a reconceptualization of distance education as a whole. 

When the distance factor in distance education is minimized or even neutralized by technology, the 

distinction between distance and campus-based education is also blurred. The “guided didactic 

conversation” put forward by Holmberg (1986) will soon be as interactive as that of face-to-face 

interaction. This further enhances our confidence in this expanding mode of learning. The results of 

this research demonstrate that the technology to support synchronous distance language learning is 

in place, and it is improving rapidly. 

Finally, Gravener (1998, p.108) points out that “the real barriers to excellent Web-based 

education are not technological, but psycho-social, economic, and political”. The challenge now is 

for designers, educators and learners to overcome these barriers to exploit the potential that 

videoconferencing offers. 
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Appendix A – Survey of difficulties in learning Chinese 

 

28 July 2000 

 

 

Dear 

 

I invite you to participate in a short survey to identify the major problems you might have 
experienced in learning Chinese by distance mode and to improve the course by finding ways to 
solve or ease problems. 

 

I, therefore, invite you to answer the attached questions and return the response sheets to me 
together with your next assignment, as soon as possible, but not later than 8 September 2000. 

 
I will send you the results for confirmation and I am also happy to discuss the results with you 
either over the telephone or through email. 

 

To make it easier for me to follow up the survey, I have included your student number on your 
response sheets. However, these responses will be analyzed with no student numbers and I assure 
you that your responses will be treated confidentially. I also will use these results anonymously in 
my research on language learning by distance mode. Your responses are important to the course and 
your achievements as a student. Thank you for your help. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yuping Wang 

 



 246

Modern Chinese (Open Learning CHN12 & 22) 
 
Course Evaluation 
 
Student No. ___________ 
 
Please give a detailed response to the following 3 questions. Please PRINT. 
 
Why did you enrol in this Chinese course in distance mode? 
 
 
 
 
 
What are your main problems with this course? Please comment on the four skills. 

Speaking 

 
 
 
 

Listening 

 
 
 
 

Reading 

 
 
 
 

Writing 

 
 
 
 
What improvements would you suggest? 

 
 
 
 
 

Thank you again for your time and efforts. 

Please send all response sheets in with your next assignment. 



 247

Appendix B – CNET user evaluation results 

Microsoft NetMeeting 3.01 

 89% positive 11% negative (1,698 votes) 

Average User Rating 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Features    • 

Ease of use    • 

Stability    • 

Speed    • 

 

CUseeMe 5.0 

 59% positive 41% negative (37 votes) 

Average User Rating 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Features    • 

Ease of use    • 

Stability   • 

Speed   • 

 

ICUII 4.9 

 79% positive 21% negative (533 votes) 

Average User Rating 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Features    • 

Ease of use    • 

Stability   • 

Speed   • 

 

Video VoxPhone Gold 2.0 

 88% positive 12% negative (34 votes) 

Average User Rating 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Features    • 

Ease of use    • 

Stability    • 

Speed     • 
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For detailed user comments, see the following sites: 

http://download.cnet.com/downloads/1,10150,0-10001-103-0-1- 
7,00.html?tag=srch&qt=NetMeeting&cn=&ca=10001 (Accessed on 28 November 2001) 

 

http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364651-100-5976507.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-6.5976507. 
(Accessed on 28 November 2001) 

 

http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364651-100-7978697.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-1.7978697. 
(Accessed on 28 November 2001) 

http://download.cnet.com/downloads/0-3364652-100-4538974.html?tag=st.dl.10001-103-1.lst-7-1.4538974. 
(Accessed on 28 November 2001) 
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Appendix C – Student Handbook for on-campus participants 
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 251
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Appendix D – Post-trial survey 

Summary of results from Stage two evaluation 

N = 4 Participant C did not complete the Post Trial Survey due to her withdrawal. 

Part One – Background Information 

 

1. How long have you been learning Chinese? PTS – 1.1 

 

2. Apart from the Open Learning Chinese program you are now enrolled in, at what other places 
have you studied Chinese? Please indicate the appropriate bracket (s) with an X. You may 
select more than one. PTS – 1.2 
(a) None ( ) 
(b) An institution in China ( ) 
(c) An institution in Australia ( ) 
(d) An institution in Taiwan ( ) 
(e) Other (please specify) ________________ ( ) 

 

3. How did you practice your speaking skills before this trial? Please indicate the appropriate 
bracket (s) with an X. You may select more than one. PTS – 1.3 
(a) Never practiced ( ) 
(b) With Chinese friends ( ) 
(c) With my neighbours ( ) 
(d) With tapes ( ) 
(e) With my colleagues ( ) 
(f) With people in my family ( ) 
(g) Other (please specify) ________________ ( ) 

Summary of results of Part One 

Participants Q1: Length of 
learning Chinese 

Q2: other places of study Ways of practicing speaking 
Chinese before this trial 

Participant A 10 months none Never practised 

Participant B Started in the 
1970s and 
continued 
intermittently 

Taiwan and Germany With tapes, Rosetta Stone (an 
online course) 

*Participant C 10 months none With tapes 

Participant D 10 months none With tapes and Chinese 
speakers 

Participant E 2 years Anther institution in Australia With tapes and colleagues 
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Part Two – Evaluation of NetMeeting 

 

1. Please rank the following features of NetMeeting according to their usefulness in learning 
Chinese. Number 1 represents most useful and Number 5 least useful. Please put a number in 
each bracket. PTS – 2.1 
(a) Video (the image) ( ) 
(b) Audio (the sound) ( ) 
(c) File Transfer ( ) 
(d) Sharing (sharing document on your desktop ( ) 
(e) Whiteboard ( ) 
(f) My Video (the self image window) ( ) 

 
 No. 1 No. 2 No. 3 No. 4 No. 5 No. 6 

audio 4      

video  3 1    

File Transfer  1  1 2  

Sharing    2   

Whiteboard 1  3    

My Video     2 2 

Note: Participant E put number 1 for both audio and the Whiteboard. Sharing was not rated by Participant 
D and E. 

 

2. Below is a list of possible strengths of NetMeeting for language learning. Please put an  
X in the appropriate bracket (s) when NetMeeting helped you. You may select  
more than one: PTS – 2.2 
 
Strengths Results 
(a) Building my confidence in speaking Chinese (4) 
(b) Reducing my anxiety in learning Chinese (2) 
(c) Reducing isolation in learning in distance mode (3) 
(d) Increasing my motivation in learning the language (3) 
(e) Seeing the person I am talking to (3) 
(f) Allowing instant feedback from the teacher (4) 
(g) Allowing mistakes to be corrected on the spot (4) 
(h) Providing me the opportunity to interact spontaneously with someone (4) 
(i) Negotiating for meaning using Chinese (3) 
(j) Allowing me to ask for more information using Chinese (4) 
(k) Allowing me to clarify meaning using Chinese (4) 
(l) Inferring meaning according to the context (3) 
(m) Improving my listening skill (4) 
(n) Other (please specify) having fun  
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3. Below is a list of possible weakness of NetMeeting for language learning. Please put an X in 
the appropriate bracket (s). You may select more than one. PTS – 2.3 
(a) It’s too difficult to use (0) 
(b) It’s too difficult to set up (1) 
(c) It’s one-to-one mode only (1) 
(d) The quality of the video is not good enough for language learning (1) 
(e) The quality of the audio is not good enough for language learning (0) 
(f) It lacks support for group discussion (0) 
(g) The Internet transmission was not reliable (3) 
(h) NetMeeting was not reliable (1) 
(i) You have to do it at certain times because of Internet congestion (3) 
(j) Other (please specify) ________________ (0) 

 

4. How reliable was NetMeeting? Please indicate on the diagram below with an X. 
(Please Note: reliable here refers whether or how often NetMeeting crashed) PTS – 2.4 

 

Very reliable Not reliable 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

  (2) (1)      (1) 

 

Please explain why 

♦ I have marked 2, basically very reliable, as even though the system froze a couple of times, 
it was quickly remedied by either inviting the person to netmeet again, or a quick restart of 
the computer. As I say, it only happened a few times, but was easily fixed. (Participant A) 

♦ The problems I experienced were not due to the Netmeeting program itself, but more to the 
connection between my school and Griffith University. Once we had established successful 
contact the meetings were very smooth. (Participant E) 

♦ Seemed quite reliable in terms of program stability, I can only remember having to re-boot 
it once or twice during the sessions. (Participant B) 

♦ My net meeting [NetMeeting] trial had a lot of problems. Beyond the hardware problems, 
there was difficulty with the Internet connection and its speed, the netmeeting application. 
We tried to achieve success many times, and only had one successful attempt. 
(Participant D) 

 

5. Please write down what you liked when using NetMeeting for learning Chinese  
and why. PTS – 2.5 

♦ It was just so nice as a distant student learning a difficult language to have face to face 
tutor contact. Distance students normally are studying via distance ed because they are 
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busy – so it was a bonus to be able to practice speaking Chinese with my tutor in my own 
home! Before the sessions, I used to freeze when I tried to string a sentence together 
spontaneously! Netmeeting has enabled me to overcome that initial fear of being asked a 
question in Chinese, to only feel embarrassed that I cannot think of a response, even 
though I have learned the words! I am not quite fluent yet (ha ha!), but I definitely have the 
confidence now to take on further challenges in Chinese conversation! I also really liked 
putting a face to my tutor’s name, which I have not been able to do in any other open 
learning units. (Participant A) 

♦ I liked the one on one nature of the medium which provided for very intensive lessons. 
Plus the features of Netmeeting that allowed for instant feedback (e.g. whiteboard), and 
introduction of other materials e.g.: documents (sharing) and video [sending a video clip] 
(although it did not work in my case) relevant to the context of the face to face dialogue. 
(Participant B) 

♦ The very best thing was having the chance to engage in spontaneous conversation, and to 
develop a personal relationship with my tutor. I also enjoyed seeing my Chinese progress, 
and think that regular conversation like this would be an invaluable addition to study. 
(Participant E) 

♦ I really liked being able to converse face to face. With no other Chinese speakers to 
converse with, this was of immense benefit. I was able to ask questions and receive 
immediate answers, was able to practice speaking and gain confidence, and was able to 
‘humanise’ what had previously been an isolated academic experience. (Participant D) 

 

6. Please write down what you did not like when using NetMeeting for learning Chinese 
and why. PTS – 2.6 

♦ The first 20 seconds or so, the video and sound sticks, freezes and delays, but it seemed to 
go alright after that. Occasionally during the session the video and sound would freeze 
again. This, when it happened, made listening a little difficult, and the delays meant not 
being able to equate the sound with facial expressions etc. But compared to the hundreds of 
positives I experienced with netmeeting, this is really just a very minor inconvenience, and 
will only get better as technology improves – which is very rapid these days! To put it this 
way, if it was not for having the opportunity of these netmeeting sessions, I would be 500 
per cent worse at speaking and understanding Chinese than I am now! So in the big scheme 
of things, these minor delays were really not an issue. (Participant A) 

♦ It was very difficult to attain success. A lot of the time, we did not know what was going 
wrong, so perhaps more technical support would be of benefit. It was quite a difficult 
exercise. Other than that, I found the whiteboard difficult to use in that the Chinese 
characters were difficult to decipher. I don’t think my character recognition was helped by 
netmeet [NetMeeting]. (Participant D) 

♦ Although not related to the program per se, the difficulties encountered with unreliable 
Internet transmission was a real nuisance, particularly when then sound broke up or was 



 256

not transmitted at all. These problems do not seem to be insurmountable with e.g. faster 
Internet connections on both ends and judicious timing of link-up. (Participant B) 

♦ I often found the technological aspects of the communication very frustrating, experiencing 
a wide range of set-up and communication problems. (Participant E) 

 

7. Through the five NetMeeting sessions, what aspects of Chinese language learning did you feel 
improved? Please put an X in the appropriate bracket (s) below that best describe your own 
experience. You may select more than one. PTS – 2.7 
(a) My fluency (3) 
(b) My pronunciation (3) 
(c) My listening ability (4) 
(d) My vocabulary (3) 
(e) My grammar and structures (3) 
(f) My reading (0) 
(g) My writing (0) 
(h) My speaking ability (4) 
(i) My conversational tactics (e.g., asking in Chinese for repetition and 

clarification of meaning, inferring meaning from the context, etc.) (4) 
(j) Spontaneous replies (3) 
(k) Other (please specify) ________________ (0) 

 

8. How important do you believe is the video in NetMeeting to the improvement of listening and 
speaking skills? Please indicate on the diagram below. PTS – 2.8 

 

Important Not important 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 (1) (1) (1) (1) 

 

Please explain why 

♦ The video is very important, because it is more personal to speak to each other face to face 
than on the phone. Silence is not a problem while you think of a response, because your 
tutor can see that you are thinking (very hard!). You can see facial expressions which is 
very important to try and guess what on earth your tutor just said when you can’t 
understand any of the words! And again it is nice to have that face to face contact, and put 
a face to the name, both for student and teacher. The video can be a little scary at first, 
especially if you have not used netmeeting before in other situations. But like any new 
technology, it is also exciting, and any nerves of using the video quickly disappear! 
(Participant A) 
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♦ The importance of the video image lies in the fact that one gets the dialogue with the 
appropriate body language and facial expression, which do not only aid in understanding 
meaning but are part of the message itself. More specifically it seems to me that to achieve 
accurate pronunciation the opportunity of seeing the actual sound being formed by a native 
speaker is very helpful. It also would allow the teacher to do on the spot correction of 
mistakes through sound and visual demonstration. (Participant B) 

♦ The video quality I experienced was never good enough to allow me to see my tutor’s lips 
clearly, but I still got a lot from my sessions. I would love to experience the difference a 
good picture could make. [Because she used a laptop, the video quality was affected by the 
limited power of her computer.] (Participant E) 

♦ I think it is important, because it is helpful to ‘see’ your teacher. To have a telephone 
conference would not be as good. Seeing your teacher is more personal, and it makes you 
more comfortable, which assists with learning. Of course video is not as important as audio, 
but it is still significant. (Participant D) 

 

9. If you were given a choice between one-to-one and many-to-many interaction (i.e. a group 
discussion) supported by a videoconferencing tool, which one would you choose? Please 
explain why PTS – 2.9 

♦ I think for beginners, one to one maybe better, to give them the confidence and practice. 
Then maybe for advanced students with a wider vocab, a group chat session would be 
better. I found that when I did not understand something, my tutor had to keep asking me 
again and again until I worked out the meaning. This is the best way to help a beginner like 
myself get used to hearing and understanding, but I think other students would get a little 
bored of waiting! Group discussion would be great for more experienced students, but I 
have never been involved in one, so I do not know how the technology would cope, i.e. 
delays etc. (Participant A) 

♦ In an ideal world I would like to experience both, but if asked to choose, I would definitely 
choose the one-to-one option because it provides more efficient communication in the 
short time available. However, many-to-many would probably allow more variety of 
communication. (Participant E) 

♦ I would choose one-to-one, because I feel a videoconference [with more than one person] 
would be very difficult to learn and contribute to. I have been part of a video conference 
before, and I did not find it to be beneficial. I would love to take part in a group that was 
face-to-face, but with netmeet [NetMeeting], I would prefer to speak with just one other 
person. (Participant D) 

♦ [one-to-one interaction is] particularly useful, because it allows for an intensity of 
interaction which one rarely gets in the regular classroom setting. (Participant B) 
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10. Are there any other feature(s) do you think important for language learning? (other  
features include File Transfer, the Whiteboard, Sharing Document, My Video and  
audio.) PTS – 2.10 

♦ Yeah the whiteboard helped heaps. When I could not understand a word my tutor could 
write it on the board. (Well at first the character, which I was none the wiser with!), but 
writing the pinyin was good, as sometimes I thought I was hearing a totally different sound. 
The more this happened though, the more I got used to the way my tutor pronounced the 
words. (the correct way as opposed to my incorrect way!). We used the sharing files feature 
was to talk about family photos. But this feature could be used for endless conversation 
possibilities. (Participant A) 

♦ We used all those features at time and they were largely useful of specific purposes e.g. 
video in conjunction with audio gives the opportunity to see body language and facial 
expressions which contribute to the communication process. (Participant B) 

♦ The whiteboard proved useful for instant demonstration of written language w.o. [without] 
Having to go to cumbersome keyboard input methods [the use of the mouse to write 
characters]. (Participant D) 

♦ Perhaps more phone support at times could be helpful in order to motivate and reduce 
isolation. (Participant E) 

 

11. How important do you believe is the oral-visual interaction provided by NetMeeting to your 
learning of Chinese? Please indicate on the diagram below with an X. PTS – 2.11 

 

Important Not important 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 (1) (3) 

 

Please explain why 

♦ I think I have covered this response in my comments above. (Participant A) 

♦ Important in providing visual cues to involved in the communication process useful also 
for demonstrating and correcting sound formation in establishing correct Pronunciation. 
(Participant B) 

♦ If you cannot speak with and see anyone while you are learning a language, it is very 
difficult to improve and to become fluent. It is integral that a student be able to practice 
what they are learning. (Participant D) 

♦ It creates more of a classroom feeling which is a useful adjunct to all of the individual 
study that must be done by a distance education student”. (Participant E) 
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12. How easy was it to use NetMeeting? Please indicate on the diagram below with  
an X. PTS – 2.12 

 

Very easy Very difficult 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 (1)  (1) (1) (1) 

 

Please explain why 

♦ Netmeeting was very easy to use, as the program is user friendly, and simple to follow. 
(Participant A) 

♦ Because of technical difficulties I did not find the Netmeeting program easy to use – that is 
I experienced difficulties making connection, but this was a problem with firewalls. Once 
these technical difficulties were fixed, the actual Netmeeting program is very user friendly, 
and easy to operate. My low rating is due to the initial connection difficulties. (Participant 
E) 

♦ There were many problems in my trial. NetMeeting seemed to have a lot of unexplainable 
technical problems that we were largely unable to rectify. (Participant D) 

♦ The visual layout of the program window and the conveniently arranged buttons for the ancillary 
features (whiteboard, file share etc) were not too numerous and complex. Plus in case of 
difficulties the person experienced with the program was able to give immediate face to 
face help. The big bugbear was the reliability of the connection. (Participant B) 

 

13. Do you think that NetMeeting should be incorporated into the Open Learning Chinese 
Program after the trial? Why? PTS – 2.13 

♦ Yes I do think that netmeeting should be incorporated into the OLA Chinese Program, 
because of all the reasons above! The trial has been a great opportunity for me to improve 
my Chinese, and therefore using netmeeting as a set part of the course would obviously be 
nothing but advantageous for students and their results, and most importantly their 
enthusiasm and motivation by having fun learning Chinese! (Participant A) 

♦ Yes, I do. Although my trial had a lot of technical problems, I can certainly see the 
immense benefit in having NetMeeting in the Open Learning Chinese Program. Without it, 
Chinese is extremely difficult to learn without any other support. I think Netmeeting is 
almost a necessity. (Participant D) 

♦ Provided the technical problems related to unreliable and slow connection can be at least 
minimized, I would strongly support the incorporation of NetMeeting into the Chinese 
program. All the features of the program provide useful aids for the language learner, e.g.: 
sharing, video, whiteboard. Initially one might consider using NetMeeting as the preferred 
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form of liaising with the tutor during the regular time slot provided for the purpose. 
(Participant B) 

♦ I rarely found the quality of the picture really sharp, so it didn’t really assist my learning to 
see my tutor. However I absolutely loved having the opportunity to converse with someone 
in Chinese. Apart from being exciting, it motivated me to continue studying, and gave me 
some much needed contact with someone. Therefore I think some kind of video 
conferencing should be used. The very best thing would be for some opportunity to speak 
with small groups including other students on some occasions, and the opportunity to 
speak only with the tutor on other occasions. I think I learned a lot in a short time while 
talking with my tutor, and would like to see continued opportunity to develop spontaneous 
conversation skills in this way. (Participant E) 

 

14. Other comments PTS – 2.14 

♦ Thank you for the opportunity, I have appreciated it very much! (Participant A) 

♦ The trial really showed me that it is possible to learn a language through distance education. 
Although it is still difficult, and there are a range of technical problems, it is a great idea, 
and I would recommend it as a significant educative tool. (Participant D) 

♦ In my view, it is difficult to learn Chinese by distance education unless there is a 
component of conversation included. Netmeeting could be an effective way to build some 
regular conversation practice into Chinese studies. (Participant E) 

♦ No comment from Participant B 

 

This is the end of the questionnaire. 

Thank you very much for helping me with this project. 
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Appendix E – Excerpts of Stage One interviews 

Data in relation to the sound quality of NetMeeting 

Interviews with Student 1 reveals that the fading in and out of the sound affected his understanding: 

Session Four 

Student 1: The sound quality? Still comes in and out. 

R: Not stable? 

Student 1: Hm 

R: Did that affect your understanding? 

Student 1: Sometimes. 

R: But most of the times, it was OK? 

Student 1: Most of the times it’s OK. 
 

The Sound quality was confirmed to be good enough for teaching purposes. For example, at the end 

of Session One, Student 2 reported: 

Student 2: The sound quality was good… 

R: …But do you think the sound quality is good enough for teaching purposes? 

Student 2: Yeah. Yeah. 

Session Two 

Student 1: The picture was a bit more steady. Sometimes maybe once or twice it actually 
blacked out. 

R: Really? That didn’t happen to me. But from my side, when you move, the picture 
became blurred, I can’t see your eyes and mouse. Did you have that? 

Student 1: No. 

R: It’s just that I disappeared and came back again? 

Student 1: Yeah. 
 

Data in relation to the other features of NetMeeting 

Session Five 

R: Oh. Did you think NetMeeting was helpful with your performance of the tasks? 

Student 1: Yeah, it was good. 

R: Can you explain a bit more? I mean about the NetMeeting. 
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Student 1: Because of the tools it has. They can help you convey your message across. 
Because it has a lot of tools, the Whiteboard, the camera, the, what do you call it? 

R: File transfer? 

Student 1: File transfer. 

Session Five 

Student 2: Umm I think I enjoyed all of them, I think a variety was very good. 

[….] 

R: …Comparing video with the Whiteboard, which one is more important to you? 

Student 2: I’m not sure, I think it probably depends on what the topic of the conversation is. If 
it’s easy conversation probably the video, but if it’s difficult and you need 
clarification on opinion, probably the visual; the Whiteboard. 

R: And also Sharing and the Whiteboard, which one do you think is more useful? 

Student 2: I’d say both are useful but more so the Whiteboard. Umm because, I also have 
other Chinese programs open, so I could copy your character into my thing to get 
the Pinyin [romanization]. 
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Appendix F – Excerpts of Stage Two interviews 

Data in relation to the sound quality of NetMeeting 

When asked about the sound quality in Session One at the post-session interview, Participant A 

reported, 

Participant A: Sometimes it’s really good, and sometimes it broke, broke into little, eee, hard to 
understand little fragments, kind of thing. And then, then the video would go very 
very slow and stop, and it would take, you know 10 to 20 seconds…, but (.) you 
know, disregarding, you know, the quality. It’s hard, like the technology is new and] 

R: hm] 

Participant A: It’s hard to explain. It was, it was. How do I put it without making it sound very 
bad. Like the quality wasn’t fantastic, but again, hadn’t it for the net conferences, I 
wouldn’t have that kind of communication, I wouldn’t have net conferences. 

[…] 

Participant A: The fact that the quality is not perfect, is, is probably not that important. 

R: OK, Alright. Maybe we can get used to it. [(hahh), I don’t know. 

Participant A: [yeah yeah] and you know, I mean, technology will probably get better as well. 

R: Mmhmm yeah OK. Oh, and I’ve got a few rating here, very good, good, OK, poor, 
very poor. The sound quality of the video…NetMeeting? So which one do you 
say… 

Participant A: I’d say OK. 

R: Next question: was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant A: Mm (7) 

R: Yes or no (hahh) 

Participant A: Mm that’s a difficult…I’d say yes. 

R: Mm, why? 

Participant A: I’d say yes. Mm, it was very, like even in everyday conversation, if you were 
talking to me, you know on the phone, I would find it very difficult to understand 
and pick up the syllables that you speak. And so, the sound quality I think is good 
enough to learn Chinese. Yes. 

Session Three 

Participant A: For the majority of the session, I’d say, I’d say very good. 

R: OK. Compared with the last session…Do you say it’s better, the same…? 

Participant A: I think it’s the same. 

Participant A: It’s probably, but I didn’t have any problems. 
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Session Five 

Participant A: Good. Just at the very start, I think I can see a pattern now. When we start 
NetMeeting, for the first, say 20 seconds or so, the sound is very bad. Then, then it 
gets better. Then it’s fine. 

R: OK, OK. 

Participant A: And I notice that. You know because we had to log on again. 

R: Yeah? 

Participant A: We logged on again for the second time. Again for the first 20 seconds, the sound 
was really bad. Then it was, then it was fine. 

R: Yeah, yeah. I found the same thing too. Mm, compared with the last session, was it 
better, same or worse? 

Participant A: It was the same. 

R: The same. OK. So was it still good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant A: Yeah! 
 

Participant C commented on the sound quality at the end of Session Two: 

Participant C: Well, (hahh). At times actually your, your picture was, sort of frozen went quite, 
um that was before it. I think that was part of the connection issue. But when it was 
running alright, it was fine. The picture was clear and the voice was very clear. 

R: When you could hear it, it was very clear. But sometimes it lost. 

Participant C: Yeah. That was actually worse as it got to later in the morning. 

R: Compared with the previous session, was the sound better, worse or the same? 

Participant C: Probably a little worse as it progressed today, I think. But that delay was quite 
noticeable at times. 

R: Was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant C: Ah, yes! I could start to pick up, just even using those phrases, like ‘I can’t hear’ or 
‘say it again’, was useful. 

 

Participant D also confirmed the good quality of the sound at the end of Session Five: 

Participant D: I thought it was, I thought it was quite good. Um there were times when it crackled 
a little and maybe I missed a couple of things, but no, it was quite good. 

R: Oh, that’s good. Um. 

Participant D: A slight delay. 

R: A slight delay, was it? 

Participant D: Yeah. 

R: OK, OK. On my side, it was quite good. Just one time, I think we lost a sentence. 

Participant D: Yeah, there was that one time. 
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R: How many times did that happen on your end? 

Participant D: There was only that one time that was bad, but sometimes it, it just flicked a bit 
maybe in and out. Just a couple of times, like not it wasn’t bad, it was just a slight, 
a slight distraction. 

R: So early in the morning is good, isn’t it? 

Participant D: I think, yeah I think so. Anyway I think I just get too slow, my connection gets too 
slow. 

R: So the quality of the sound, was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant D: Um, yes, yeah, I think it was. Maybe, maybe pronunciation might be a little 
difficult at times, but no, I thought it was good. 

Session One 

Participant E: Not, not quite good enough to always get meaning over. […] you know at crucial 
times, I would get a crackling sort of interference which was just enough to stop 
me from hearing (.) a sentence to string a sentence together. 

R: OK, OK. It does interfere with your understanding? 

Participant E: Yeah, it does. 

R: So how do you rate the sound, very good, good, OK, poor or very poor? 

Participant E: Oh, that’s hard. Say good. I wouldn’t say very good because to be very good, I 
think I have to get some meaning from it relatively easily, you know I had to ask 
you to repeat yourself quite a number of times not because I wasn’t understanding 
the words but because I couldn’t hear them properly and connect into a meaning. 

 

The sound quality of Session Three was considered to be the best of all. 

R: So what did you think of the sound quality today? 

Participant E: Much better than we had. 

R: Yes, it was much better than last time, than the previous two times. 

Participant E: Yes, it was. 

R: Was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant E: I think so. 

Data in relation to the video quality of NetMeeting 

In modem-Internet-modem environment 

The following excerpt was taken from the interview with Participant A immediately after Session 

One. When asked about the quality of the video, Participant A answered: 

Participant A: Again, OK. Sometimes there were delays, and the video stopped and it would take 
a little while to catch up. But I don’t think too many problems. 
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R: Mm, Mm, OK. Was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant A: Eh yes! 
 

At the end of Session Two, Participant C commented on the quality of the video: 

Participant C: Most of the time, it’s very good. Yeah. 

R: OK. Was it blurred, continuous, stilled or delayed? 

Participant C: Yeah, it was a bit delayed. 

R: But it was not blurred? 

Participant C: No, no, it’s, at one stage, that was when I was actually closed the computer down 
and, re, rebooted everything, it got very distorted. I think that was my computer, I 
probably clicked something I shouldn’t do or something, but the rest of the time, a 
good clear picture that was moving mostly. 

[…] 

R: The video quality: was it better, worse or the same? 

Participant C: I think it was probably very similar. 

R: Very similar. 

Participant C: Yeah, very similar. The picture was quite clear and I could see you quite well. 

R: So the picture, was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant C: Ah, yes. Yes. 
 

In LAN-Internet-modem environment 

At the end of Session Three, Participant A described the sound quality on her side. 

Participant A: Mm, fine. I know my picture [video image] was pretty dark, wasn’t it? But that’s 
something to do with the lighting in my office. We’ll get a brighter light in there. 

R: Maybe… 

Participant A: But yours [my video image on her side] is fine. 

R: So, was it continuous or, or very still? What kind of picture on your side? 

Participant A: It was probably better than previous sessions. It, it was, it delayed a few times but 
not much. Quite continuous. 

R: But, quite continuous all the time, or most of the time. 

Participant A: Most of the time, yeah. 

R: OK, yeah. Mm, so was it good enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant A: Yes, yes. 
 

The interview with Participant A at the end of Session Four reveals delays in transmission of video 

and sound. 
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R: What did you think of the video quality? 

Participant A: Em, good. Again just a few little delays. 

R: Yeah. Compared with the previous sessions, it’s getting better or, the same or 
worse? 

Participant A: Tonight it seemed a little bit worse. 

R: Oh, even the video? 

Participant A: Yeah. Because it’s the, it’s the delay of the video that actually makes the sound a 
little bit distorted. Do you know what I mean? Those delays make the sound bad 
and, do you know what I mean? 

R: Yeah. Yeah. 

Participant A: When, when the delays are occurring, it affects the video and the sound. 

R: Yeah, yeah. I see what you mean. Congestion in the network, I think. Yeah, on my 
side, it’s clear and the video is good too because I use the local network. So it’s a 
wider band, it’s a broader band. But on your side, you’re still using the Internet. So 

Participant A: So it’s a shame you can’t see it, isn’t it, from my [side]… 

R: Yeah. It’s true. 

Participant A: It would be hard for me. If I could see it if yours were a lot better, I could say 
probably say yeah mine is not very good. Hahh. Yeah, it’s clear enough for me to 
see it and the delay is there. I can deal with the delays. 

 

Participant C also confirmed the capability of the video in supporting distance language learning. 

Session Three 

R: [the video] very clear. Good. Back to the video quality, do you think it was good 
enough for learning Chinese? 

Participant C: Yeah. 

R: Good. 

Participant C: I could see, you know, the movements of your lips and so on when I needed to. 

R: Oh good. That’s good. So it’s very continuous and clear? 

Participant C: Yeah! 
 

LAN – Internet –LAN environment 

Session One 

Participant E: Very good. Although I suppose I had one, I had expected it to maybe seeing mouth 
movement, making sounds. You can’t do that. It’s not that sophisticated. So you 
still mainly reply on the auditory, the sound quality to hear rather than what you 
can see to learn from. But it’s nice to see who you are speaking to. 
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Participants’ perceived improvement 

Participant B was affirmative of his progress at the completion of Session Five: 

R: Through the five sessions, do you think your speaking skills have been improved? 

Participant B: Yes, definitely. 

R: Why did you say so? 

Participant B: Well, I feel just to, you know, just to be able to actually use Chinese in a one to one 
situation. I just got the feeling that I, well, I’m becoming also more aware of the 
mistakes I was making, more than anything else. Sometimes as I’m speaking, I am 
making mistakes. But I think that’s a, that’s good process as well. 

R: It’s just a process of getting used to speaking Chinese, is it? In what way, more 
specifically that you think your speaking has been improved? 

Participant B: The main thing is just confidence to know you actually can do it. 
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Appendix G – Student Handbook for distance participants 
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Appendix H – Pre-trial survey 

 

Date 

 

Dear 

 

I am writing to you to ask your help with a problem facing many Open Learning students. My 
research indicates that the biggest problem facing students in the Open Learning Chinese program is 
the lack of opportunity for speaking practice. To help to ease this problem, we have decided to pilot 
test an Internet videoconferencing tool called NetMeeting. Our initial evaluation reveals that 
NetMeeting can support both video and audio conferencing on a one-to-one basis. This means 
through NetMeeting, the students and teacher can both hear and see each other, much like a face-to-
face conversation. 

 

The trial of NetMeeting is scheduled in Study Period 1, between April and May 2002. Five lessons 
will be planned for each participant according to his or her level of proficiency in Chinese and each 
lesson will last about 30 minutes. Through NetMeeting students can role-play with the teacher using 
Chinese and/or do pronunciation and tone practice. I invite you to participate in the trial and benefit 
from direct contact with your teacher. Everything will be provided to help you participate in the trial 
successfully. 

 

I invite you to answer the attached questions and return the response sheet to me by email as soon 
as possible, but not later than 28 March 2002. This survey will take about 5 minutes of your time. 

 

I assure you that your responses will be treated confidentially. I also will use these results 
anonymously in my research on language learning by distance mode. Your responses are important 
to the course and your achievements as a student. Thank you for your help. 

 

Best wishes 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Yuping Wang 

Lecturer, Chinese Language 
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Open Learning Chinese CHN 21 

 
Note: please indicate with an X 
 

Part One: Trial of NetMeeting 

1. Do you intend to participate in the trial? 

 Yes □ No □ 

 

2. If yes, why   

 

3. If no, why   

 

Part Two: Availability of resources 

1. What kind of computer do you have? Please indicate as many as possible. 

 Pentium 1 □ Pentium 2 □ Pentium 3 □ 
 Other (please specify)   

 

2. What window system do you have? 

 Windows 95 □ Windows 98 □ Windows 2000 □ 
 Other (please specify)   

 

3. What videoconferencing tools have you used before? 

None □ 

NetMeeting □ 

Iphone □ 

VoxPhone □ 

CUseeMe □ 

ICUII □ 
Other (please specify)   
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4. Have you used MSN before? 

Yes □ No □ 

 

5. What Internet browser do you use? 

Internet Explorer 4.0 □ 

Internet Explorer 5.0 □ 

Internet Explorer 6.0 □ 

Other version of Internet Explorer ________________________________ 

Netscape □ 

 

 

This is the end of the survey. 

Thank you very much for your help. 
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Appendix I – Post-installation survey results in Stage Two 

Videoconferencing for Providing Oral-visual Interaction in Chinese 
 
Student evaluation 

NetMeeting: Set up 

1. How easy or difficult was it to set up NetMeeting? Please put an X in the appropriate bracket. 

very easy ( ) easy ( ) OK ( ) difficult ( ) very difficult ( ) 

I-Q1 

Ratings on the ease of installation of NetMeeting

0
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2. Were the instructions (in the Student Handbook) for installing NetMeeting easy or difficult to 

follow? Please put an X in the appropriate bracket. 

very easy ( ) easy ( ) OK ( ) difficult ( ) very difficult ( ) 

I-Q2 

Ratings on the instructions for installing NetMeeting
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3. How long did it take you to set up everything? 

I-Q3 
Participant A Participant B Participant C Participant D Participant E 

1 hour 1 and half hours 1 hour 20 minutes A few weeks * 

 
Comments: 

1. Not long at all to set it all up, maybe an hour or so (because of downloading 
times also) but I played for a few hours with the video software afterwards! 

2. A few weeks because a faulty netcam [Web Camera] needed to be returned. 
Sorting out the initial problem took a few visits to computer technicians. 
Once I received new equipment the installation was straight forward. 

 

4. Other comments 

I-Q4 

1. Using the hotmail messenger system [MSN] made organizing a netmeeting 
much easier. 

2. A problem might be to identify the right audio jack for the headset and 
knowing how to set the microphone as the recording device. This would 
probably not pose a problem if you are computer savvy. I got around the 
problem by using my son’s expertise. The installation of the program is 
pretty straight forward. 

3. Initial difficulties with technology are easing with more use. 
4. The instructions were clear and concise with the steps clearly outlined. 

Maybe some tips on how to set up lighting and background for the camera 
shot could be given. Or perhaps this does not matter? Otherwise the setup 
has been a simple and enjoyable process. 

 

Thank you very much for your help. 
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Appendix J – Video transcripts of NetMeeting 
sessions (Stage One) 

Focus on form in oral-visual interaction 

 

In Session Three, Stage One, when I, the teacher, who played the role of the friend of Student 2 in 

the role-play scene at a coffee shop, apologized for being late (wo lai wan le), the participant could 

not understand lai wai, because she had not learned this phrase before. She was trying to understand 

‘lai wan’ by negotiating with the teacher: 

 

R: Dui buqi, wo lai wan le (Sorry I was late). 

Student 2: [looking puzzle and did not say anything] 

R: Wo lai wan le. Ni zhidao ma? ‘lai wan’ (I was late. Do you know ‘to be late’?) 

Student 2: Zhidao. (I know) [sounding not very sure] 

R: Dui buqi, wo lai wan le (Sorry I was late). 

Student 2: Ni jintian wanshang zuo shenme (What are you going to do tonight)? 
 

At this point, I realized that the student must have mixed up wanshang with lai wan, so I wrote the 

characters for ‘lai wan’ on the Whiteboard. This time the student seemed to understand. I wanted to 

confirm the participant’s understanding of ‘lai wan’: 

 

R: Ruguo wo shuo, ‘dui buqi, wo lai wan le’, ni yinggai shuo shenme (If I say, ‘Sorry 
I was late”, what should you say?) 

Student 2: Wo yinggai shuo, ‘wo ye lai wan le’ (I should say, ‘I was also late’). 

R: [laughed] zhen de ma (Is that true?) 

Student 2: [laughed and nodded] 

R: Ruguo wo shuo, ‘dui buqi, wo lai wan le’, ni yinggai shuo ‘mei guanxi’ (If I say, 
‘Sorry I was late”, you should say ‘It doesn’t matter’.) 

Student 2: [laughed] Mei guanxi (It doesn’t matter.) 
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Appendix K – The teacher’s diary 

Name Participant A 
Sex Female 

Occupation Housewife 

Nationality Australian 

Language level Learned Chinese for 6 months  

Been to China? No 

Place of Residence Brighton, Queensland 

Session One – Participant A 

Date  8 May 2002 

Time and duration From 5:00pm to 6:00pm 

Connection  Problem: At first the student could not contact me through the IP address I 
gave her. She then called my mobile and I got her IP address and initiated 
another call. This time we got through successfully. 

Solution: It was found out that when using a modem, the IP address changes 
each time you log on. So it may be a good idea to us MSN. Procedures for 
setting up MSN were emailed to the first two students as a back up scheme. 

Video/audio quality The student seemed to be delighted to see me for the first time. The sound 
and video quality was not as good as in a LAN environment as expected. The 
main problem was it was not stable. When it was clear, it was acceptable. But 
when it was not clear, conversation would have to stop. Patches of sound and 
video were lost on several occasions resulting in half of the sentences were 
lost. Repetition was needed. Patches of data were congested sometimes 
resulting in still pictures. It might be a busy time at 5:00pm on Wednesday?  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 

Technical problems No 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

Linguistic problems 

Linguistic insecurity 

The student was very nervous when she spoke. She could hardly understand 
me at first. But as the session unfolded, she seemed to get better and her 
listening was better too. I think this nervousness is mainly caused by the lack 
of speaking practice in her learning, as she also mentioned in her email 
before the first session. As a result, she used English when she could not 
understand me. 

Lack of basic linguistic repertoire for conversation tactics such as 
clarification requests, repetition requests and confirmation checks. She did 
not understand “hao bu hao”? or dong le ma? At the beginning, no interaction 
could be achieved in Chinese. 

Solution: I will email them a list of classroom languages for them to learn and 
use in the session. 
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Low listening capacity: I have noted a serious mismatch between what they 
have learned with books and tapes and what is needed in everyday 
conversation. For example, a simple sentence such as ni xihuan xue 
zhongwen ma? Was lost to the student. She did not get the meaning of 
xihuan. But when I wrote them on the board, she recognized the characters 
and knew the meaning is like. This means they could not understand the 
words they have learned because they have never or seldom heard about them 
being spoken. This is a problem typical of non Romanized languages such as 
Chinese. This also indicates the importance of oral-visual interaction in 
distance language education. 

It was also observed that when the student read from what she prepared the 
sentences were quite complicated and long and correct. However when 
speaking, she could not form a complete sentence. The same applied to her 
listening. She knew what she was saying but when I repeated what she just 
said, she could not understand the same sentence. Lack of speaking and 
listening practice clearly contributes to this low level of listening and 
speaking ability. 

Interactional skills Lack of conversational skills such as inferences. When the student could not 
understand a word in a sentence, she gave up easily by saying in English that 
she did not understand. However, I encouraged her to use “bu dong” instead 
of “I didn’t understand”. She got used to that quickly and kept saying, bu 
dong, bu dong. 

Listening skills Very poor listening capacity. 

Affective factors Confidence building – the student seemed to become more confident as the 
session went on. This is also reflected in the interview. 

Task completion The role play was more or less one way because the student could not 
understand me in Chinese. The student was prepared and read out the 
sentences she prepared. When I gave an answer or asked a question, she 
sometimes ignored them because she could not understand. The task was 
completed in a sense we asked and answered more questions with the help of 
English, but spontaneous interaction in Chinese was not achieved. (10% 
success rate?), because often there was not acknowledgement of receipt of 
information and comprehension of the questions being asked. 

General impression The student was nervous at first and became more confident later on. She was 
very positive about this type of teaching. 

Session Two – Participant A 

Date  15 May 2002 

Time and duration 5:00pm to 6:00pm 

Connection  No problem. We used MSN and she initiated the call.  

Video/audio quality Both audio and video quality were better than last time, probably because this 
session was done at home. I was told by Micheal, our LAL technician that 
because dial up at the Uni has to go though the local telephone network and 
the switchboard reducing the quality of connection where at home the 
telephone line goes straight to the server. The sound was clear and continuous 
and there was little freezing of the movie. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations 
and also a location of the Café was drawn by the student on the Whiteboard. 
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Technical problems No 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

The student was getting better with her sentence construction although 
mistakes such as misplace of the time and places in the sentence. 

Her pronunciation was good. She spoke more Chinese this time than last 
time. 

Interactional skills She used the phrases I emailed her whenever the need arose. E.g. she used 
Chinese to make clarification, repetition requests. She could give more 
correct spontaneous response. We actually interacted in Chinese much more 
than last time. 

Listening skills Noticeable improvement in listening. At the beginning of the session, when 
we chatted in Chinese, I asked the same questions that I asked last time and 
she could understand them almost instantly and replied with the correct 
grammar. 

As she suggested in her earlier email that we should use the free chat time to 
talk about what they were learning in the present unit. So I used the 
vocabulary and structures in Uni 12 but she could not understand me. Even if 
she had used the phrases such as SBS and News, she still could not 
understand them when I used them. This is probably because she has never 
heard them being spoken. It was noticed that the words we used in the 
previous session were quickly understood by the students. 

Affective factors The first thing the student said in the interview was that she was not so 
nervous and more relaxed. This was also observed during the session. She 
looked more relaxed and could understand and produce more. 

General impression She got more used to NetMeeting and the sound and video quality was better 
when doing it at home. 

Session Three – Participant A 

Date  19 June 2002 

Time and duration 5:15pm to 6:40pm 

Topic  Task 1, set 2: talking about oneself. 

Connection  I could not hear or see her at first and she said that she could see me but 
could not hear me. As she click on NetMeeting, a message popped up saying 
a illegal operation was performed and NetMeeting shut itself down. I asked 
the student to restart the computer but we still could not hear or see each 
other at first. I suspected that it may be caused by our inviting each other at 
the same time and that confused NetMeeting. I asked her to wait for me to 
invite her, and this time it worked. 

Video/audio quality This is the first time I used the LAN to do videoconferencing. It was found 
the quality of the audio and video were much better than using the Internet on 
my side. The student thought it was a bit better or the same. In other words, 
on her side the improvement was not so obvious. I could hear her clearly and 
the there was also most no delay. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
The student initiated the use of Whiteboard. 

Technical problems No other technical problems apart from the beginning. 
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Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

Subtask 1 of the second set of the task was used today. The structure of 
“shi…de” was dealt with. The pronunciation of qing wen (4) not qing (2) was 
emphasized. Student prefers to talk about herself. 

Interactional skills The student used Chinese to check understanding and asking for clarification 
of meaning: qing ni zai shuo yi bian or xx yong zhongwen zenme shuo. 

Listening skills The student felt a big improvement and I noticed the same progress too. 

Affective factors She was very happy and more confident. 

Task completion Successfully. She was well prepared. In her email she wanted to do tasks 1, 2, 
and 3 together but she only prepared for task 1. She found the task was easier 
and enjoyed it. 

General impression The lesson itself lasted about one hour and she spoke a lot and asked me a lot 
of questions. She is a conscientious student and was very keen to improve her 
speaking. 

Session Four – Participant A 

Date  26 June 2002 

Time and duration 5:15pm to 6:15pm 

Connection  Instant. It was found that the students often forgot to click on video in Tools 

Topic Task 3, set 2: talking about family 

Video/audio quality The sound was very clear and not much delay on my side and the video was 
clear and continuous, must better than the session on the same day with 
Pauline at 3:00pm. Probably because Donna is in Queensland while Pauline 
in Victoria. The picture of the student was a bit dark due to insufficient light 
in her room but better than last time. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 

Sharing was used to share my family photo and lecture notes on age and was 
found to be very clear and of high quality. 

The student also used the video to show me her family photos and a dog. The 
quality of the picture was not very good again partially due to the light in her 
room and partially due to the small size of the pictures but they were clear 
enough to enable conversations around them. The student also used My 
Video to adjust the photo and made it more focused. 

Technical problems No 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

We dealt with how to talk about age. We also dealt with the sound ‘j’. student 
seemed to be able to pick up the difference between the correct and the wrong 
pronunciation. Her pronunciation is improving too. Sentence structures such 
as 

Subj. + place or time + verb were practiced and emphasized where the time 
and place should be.  

Interactional skills She used a lot of the phrase on the list I emailed her. 

Listening skills Much better. We actually had a longer conversation in Chinese. She could 
understood me quite well although sometimes she took time to think in her 
mind first before she spoke. 
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Affective factors More relaxed and confident. 

Task completion Successfully 

General impression Every time I noticed a big improvement in her listening and speaking and she 
was very quick to pick up thing I explained and used. For example, I 
introduced “zhen de ma?” she started to use it every time the situation 
aroused. We had a good time together.  

Session Five – Participant A 

Date  3 July 2002 

Time and duration 5:15pm to 6:30pm 

Topic  3, set 2 

Connection  Good 

Video/audio quality On my side the video was better than last time and the audio was as clear as 
last time. But the students felt both the video and the audio quality was still 
the same. Clear enough for language learning.  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 

Technical problems For the last few minutes, when I clicked on the Whiteboard, it caused a crash 
of NetMeeting. When we tried to restart NetMeeting, it didn’t work. We tried 
twice and the same problem persisted. The same Whiteboard came up again 
as an automatically saved file. We could not see or hear each other anymore. 
So the meeting was ended. Fortunately the lesson was nearly finished.  

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

A big improvement of pronunciation and fluency. She was quick to 
understand the grammar and used “le” conscientiously. 

The structure “shi…de” was explained and used. 

Interactional skills When she tended to be lazy and asking questions in English, I would raise my 
eye brow and did not say anything. She then realized that she has to speak 
Chinese. 

Listening skills Much improved 

Affective factors More confident each time 

Task completion Nearly successful  

General impression She enjoyed it very much and was very positive. 
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Name Participant B 
Sex Male 

Occupation Bookkeeper 

Nationality Australian/German 

Language level Learned Chinese for 1 year 

Been to China? Live in Taiwan for one year and China for 4 weeks. At present, he does not 
have Chinese friends to speak Chinese to. 

Place of residence Adelaide, South Australia 

Session One – Participant B 

Date 11 May 2002 (Saturday) 

Time and duration 6:50pm to 7:20pm 

Connection Very good. We used MSN to call each other and no congestion was 
experienced during connection. 

Video/audio quality Audio was much better than the session with Donna. It was quite clear and 
continuous although there was a bit delay in sound transmission from one end 
to the other. This sometimes caused overlapping/false starts in turn taking. 
The better audio and video quality probably was due to the time of the 
videoconferencing – Saturday evening, there might be less Internet traffic. It 
may be also because my home computer is better than the office one as this 
session was done at home. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used only once to show the characters of zhichi 
(support). The student’s proficiency in listening and speaking was very good. 

Technical problems No problems experienced in this session, but student mentioned in the 
interview that he had a bit of a problem in setting up NetMeeting but got help 
from his son, because he did not know a lot about computers. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

Apart from a few grammatical mistakes, for example, use of Ma as a question 
word when there is a question word in the sentence (e.g. Wo yao gongzuo 
duoshao ge xiaoshi ma?), he was a fluent speaker. 

Interactional skills Turn taking and clarification of meaning was all done naturally, although 
there were few occasions for the use of such skills. Everything went 
smoothly. 

Listening skills Very good 

Affective factors He mentioned in the interview that he needed to get used to this type of 
teaching. He is very positive about it and wondered if we could continue to 
use it after the trial. 

Task completion Successfully done. He prepared well. 

General impression The task seemed to be quite easy for him although he thought it was the right 
level. More occasions of use of interactional skills need to build in with his 
task, for example, use of new vocabulary for clarification of meaning or 
negotiation of meaning. Use of paralinguistic cues etc. 
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Session Two – Participant B 

Date 15 May 2002 

Time and duration 8:25pm to 9:20pm (Brisbane time) 

Connection We could not hear or see each other at first. I asked him to initiate the call, 
but same problem happened. He used IP to call me but could not get through. 
I invited him again and this time it was on. 

Video/audio quality The sound quality was very bad. Often half of the sentences were lost and the 
sound seemed to get stuck a few times resulting lose of words or intelligible 
sounds. However, when the sound did come through, it was quite clear 
although sometimes it became very loud and faint alternatively. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations 
and the student drew on the board to show location of the café. 

Technical problems A part from Internet congestions and no sound and video at the beginning, no 
other technical problem was experienced. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

Although the sound was not good, we managed to have a free chat and 
complete the task. No major problems there apart from a few words he did 
not know. 

Interactional skills He has good interactional skills and used the sentences on the list I emailed 
him. He used filled pauses and interjection naturally. 

Listening skills His listening was exceptionally good considering the poor sound quality. He 
had to guess a lot. 

Affective factors Despite the problem with the sound, he was still confident and relaxed. 

Task completion Finished quite successfully. 

General impression The importance of the timing of the session became quite clear. 8:00pm–
9:00pm is probably the busiest time in the evening when everyone has 
finished dinner and is on the net, in addition to the fact that he was in 
Adelaide, thousands of miles away from Brisbane. 

Student’s suggestions 1. Do pronunciation drills with closer image of the teacher and students. 

2. Use of body language by sitting back a bit from the camera. 

3. Feedback at the end of the session on the mistakes that the student make or 
email them. 

Session Three – Participant B 

Date  18 May 2002 

Time and duration 10:30pm to midnight 

Connection  Problem 1: I tried several times but could not get on the University server at 
first. The call was through but a message popped up saying that the 
connection time was out because the remote computer was not responding. 
More detailed explanation was that there may be a problem with the server. 
Ensure to check with 55555. It is probably necessary to have a backup 
server? 

Problem 2: we could not started NetMeeting. After the initial invitation and 
acceptance, the ringing tone did not come through to the people who initiated 
the call, resulting no connections between the two. The call was finally 
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established after the student restarted his computer. Why? 

Problem 3: the student tried to use the “my view” function, but every time he 
clicked on it, the NetMeeting was gone. This seemed to happen when I tried 
to use the Whiteboard at the same time. 

Video/audio quality The audio quality was great, even better than the first time. The his video 
image on my side froze all the time, but my video was very continuous and 
clear. On the student side, he could not use My Video function because it 
caused the NetMeeting window to shutdown twice. However, my image was 
very clear and continuous.  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
Sharing was used to share the Menu on my desktop, but it took about 1 
minute to load on to the screen on the student site. I also tried to share a 
photo on my desktop but the student did not get the photo, only the frame of 
the file. Ask Sun why this happened. Was it because the capacity of his 
computer was not big enough? 

Technical problems No other problem apart from the above. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

As student suggested, I gave instant feedback to a few mistakes he made. We 
had a longer conversation today. 

Interactional skills His interactional skills are very good. 

Listening skills Good listening 

Affective factors He was very understanding and tolerate about these technical difficult and 
seemed to determine to continue with this trial. He was kept wait for more 
than an hour because of the difficulty in logging into the network. This did 
not seem to have affected his interest in the technology. 

Task completion Successfully 

General impression The sound was much better and made the whole session enjoyable. We 
laughed and talked for about an hour although the conversation was 
interrupted twice because of the shutting down of NetMeeting. 

Session Four – Participant B 

Date  22 May 2002 

Time and duration 7:30pm to 8:30pm 

Connection  NetMeeting could not start although we were shown to be in a call. Not 
sound or video came up. We tried a few times but failed. I had to ask the 
student to restart his computer and then the connection was successful. 

Video/audio quality As the session started early in the morning, both the video and audio were 
much better (before 8:00) than last session although the last session was also 
quite good. After 8:00 there were a few occasions that the sound was lost and 
the background noise present. I had “my video” on and it didn’t affect the 
student image.  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was not used because as soon as I tried to write on the 
Whiteboard, it caused NetMeeting to crash. We have to restart NetMeeting. 
File transfer was used to send a video clip but the transmission was very 
slow. It was still being sent when we finished our task. I have to send it by 
email after class. 
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Because we could not use the Whiteboard I was asked to show him the new 
characters using my hand to draw in front of the camera. This is a very good 
way to use the camera. 

Technical problems Why the whiteboard caused a crash? 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

It was a very basic conversation and the student finished the task with ease.  

Interactional skills I tried to explain liuyan in Chinese and the student understood it as to leave a 
message. He has a very good communicative ability, good at inferring and 
keep the conversation flow. 

Listening skills Very good 

Affective factors Confident, positive even about the technical problems 

Task completion Successfully 

General impression No major problem. A very good session with good video and audio quality. 

Session Five – Participant B 

Date  25 May 2002 (Saturday) 

Time and duration 9:30am to 11:00am 

Connection  The connection was instant, but I could see him but could not hear him. His 
son helped him to turn on the microphone. Then I could hear him but later he 
could not hear me. They did something then he could hear me. When asked 
what happened, he said he did not know. After than everything went 
smoothly.  

Video/audio quality We had the best video and audio quality of all the sessions so far. This was 
confirmed by the student too. The video image was very stable and 
continuous. The sound was clear and continuous too. The video was used to 
show a business card as a prompter for communication. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
The participant used File transfer to send me his “resume”. The transfer was 
instant.  

Technical problems This time, the whiteboard did not cause the crash of NetMeeting. The reason 
for the crashes were still not certain. It might be caused by the capacity of 
computer or a bug in NetMeeting. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

After the trial we talked about a few grammatical problems: 

The use of Nong cuo le. 
The structure of “shi…de” 
The use of guo and le 

Interactional skills Although he was good at inferring the meaning from the context, he also 
wanted to know the English equivalent of the Chinese phrases. I tried to 
explain the meaning of certain words in Chinese and he could understand me 
perfectly. 

Listening skills Very good 

Affective factors He said the main thing about this trial was to build up his confidence in 
speaking the language. 

Task completion successful 
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General impression An excellent session. In the interview, he mentioned that he found it hard to 
switch roles from himself to someone else. He would like to talk about 
something freely not in a controlled situation. He felt he was limited to the 
situation and could not speak more. He also mentioned that there should be 
more explanations on grammar. A good point. Probably I should give students 
a list of topics to talk about instead of talking about applying for a job for the 
entire five sessions. Possible topics are: 

1. shopping 
2. eating in a restaurant 
3. weather 
4. family 
5. your likes and dislikes 
6. talking about your past experience 
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Name Participant C 
Sex Female 

Occupation Teacher  

Nationality Australian 

Language level Basic 

Been to China? Yes 

Place of Residence Victoria 

Session One – Participant C 

Date 26 May 2002 

Time and duration 10:00 to 11:30 

Connection  At first the student did not sign into MSN but tried to call me through 
NetMeeting. I could not get in contact with her because I did not have her 
mobile phone number. But later she told me that she could not get mobile 
phone connections at home. She finally figure out that she should use the 
MSN and then NetMeeting was started. She could hear or see me but I could 
only see hear. We restarted NetMeeting and this time everything worked fine. 
According to her, she had plugged the microphone and speakers at the wrong 
place. 

Video/audio quality The video on my side was clear with a bit delay. On her side she said it was 
very good, clear and continuous. The sound quality on my side was good but 
getting worse because more and more people were getting on the Net. But the 
sound on her said was very good according to her. Considering the fact that 
this was the first time she used NetMeeting, it must be very clear and 
continuous for her to say so. She mentioned there were a few occasions when 
the sound got stuck but these did not worry her. Sometimes I was not sure if 
she were saying something because I could see her lips moving but cannot 
hear the sound. I checked with her a few times and it turned out that she was 
repeating the sentences she heard silently to herself. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
No crash of NetMeeting happened due to the use of Whiteboard. The student 
was delighted to see the whiteboard.  

Technical problems No 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

Student’s level of proficiency was very low. Her listening was similar to 
Donna’s but her grammar and vocabulary were worse in that she could not 
make up a correct sentence even after she had prepared them. Because of her 
poor pronunciation, she could not understand me even if she has just used the 
same words herself. She did not have the basic conversational language to 
conduct a simple dialogue. The words for making a phone call or numbers 
have been learned long time ago but could not be remembered for the 
conversation. She even did not know how to reply to thank you. As she had 
never used what she had learned before, it took a long time for her to get 
them back and use them. Her basic grammatical structures are also a mess. 

 
A pronunciation drill needs to be worked out for such level students 
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especially on zhi chi shi zi ci si ji qi xi.  

Interactional skills Not good at inferring although tried hard. She did not know how to use 
Chinese to clarify meaning or negotiate for meaning. 

Listening skills Very poor and slow to response. It seems she had to write the sound down to 
be able to understand it. She could not make spontaneous dialogues. 

Affective factors Was very nervous at the beginning but getting more confident. 

Task completion Partially successful because she prepared a few sentences to ask me and we 
managed to start and end the telephone conversation properly, although the 
conversation was interrupted frequently to deal with unknown words and 
pronunciation. 

General impression She needs a lot of personalized help in pronunciation and grammar. We need 
to work from the basic level in listening and speaking. 

Session Two – Participant C 

Date  1 June 2002 

Time and duration Scheduled for 9:00 but started at 10:00 and finished at 11:00 

Connection  I could not see or hear her for the first hour. She rebooted her computer 
several times. She forgot to send her video to me so I could not see her. She 
did not put the microphone to her mouth so I cannot hear her. I tried to 
communicate with her through MSN chat but she did not know how to use it 
at first. But she could hear or see me clearly. She tried to use the Whiteboard 
to talk to me and we managed to write to each other just one sentence and she 
was gone again. She told me after the trial that her computer had gone frozen 
several times so she had to restart it. Finally she figured out how to send a 
video with my instruction and put her microphone to her mouth. Her 
computer skills are very poor. 

Thoughts: when the students’ basic computer skills are poor, it may take a 
long time to set up NetMeeting because the student may forget to turn on the 
video or did not know who to use the chat to contact me. Furthermore, there 
was no one there to help her. 

Video/audio quality Both the audio and video was more or less the same as last time. It was better 
at the beginning but getting was as the session progressed. It might be caused 
by the congestion in the Network as more and more people are getting on the 
Net. Sometimes the sound was clear sometimes the sentences were lost. It 
was better than the second session with Joachim.  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 

Technical problems Internet congestion and student’s inability to set up NetMeeting at first. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

She used the second set of tasks and we talked about family members. She 
prepared a little and was not so nervous. She concentrated more on listening 
and her listening was getting much better. She could pick up a lot of things I 
said and used the phrases I emailed her frequently.  

Interactional skills Tried to infer meanings and use Chinese to clarify meaning and affirming 
understanding and incomprehension. 

Listening skills Getting better and more confident. Learned to listen the whole sentence and 
get the gist of it. Tried to avoid getting stuck with an unknown word. 
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Affective factors Getting more confident and less nervous and afraid of speaking or hearing the 
language. 

Task completion Mostly successful. We talked about how to ask about family members and 
their ages. 

General impression The connection was not good and the student performed better linguistically.  

Further action Email student to congratulate her on her improvement.  

Session Three – Participant C 

Date  26 June 2002 

Time and duration 3:00pm to 4:10pm 

Topic Task 3 of set 3: talking about what happened yesterday. 

Connection  No problem. The connection was quick with no hassles at all 

Video/audio quality Both video and audio quality was much better than the previous two sessions 
on Saturdays because we used LAN. The video was continuous and quite 
clear and sound was clear too but with some feedback from my speaker 
because I had to turn the volume up for recording. This was not a problem 
before but the sound was quite low today. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 

The Sharing function was used to share a photo I took with Webcam and the 
student reported that the quality was superb and the function was useful. 

Technical problems No 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

The student still had difficulty understanding longer sentences. It seemed she 
had never had the chance to speak or listen to Chinese. She mentioned that 
she could only pick up words and tried to guess the meaning, inferring 
meaning from the context as I told her. While it was an improvement, but her 
improvement was not obvious as Donna’s. She still doesn’t have enough 
language repertoire to communicate in Chinese. Also her pronunciation was 
so bad that I could not understand her most of the time. 

I feel that some listening strategies need to be introduced to the students  

Interactional skills Very basic. She even had to refer to the list of frequently used words to say 
‘dong le’.  

Listening skills Very poor 

Affective factors She became more interested in the project and more confident and relaxed 
because we were connected to each other almost immediately and the sound 
and video quality was better. She was quite happy and impressed today. 

Task completion We talked about past tense, the use of le and mei. The task were completed. 

General impression The student was getting more confident with NetMeeting. Improvement in 
both listening and speaking can be seen but not was not as big as I expected. 
Everything went smoothly. 

Although the session was done during the day, 3:00pm–4:00pm, the quality 
of video and audio on both sides were better when using the LAN than we 
did it on Saturdays when using the Internet. This means bandwidth is still a 
problem with the Internet. 

Participant C withdrew from the trial for personal reasons. 
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Name Participant D 
Sex Male 

Occupation Student 

Nationality Australian 

Language level Basic Better than Participant A and C 

Been to China? No 

Place of Residence Gold Coast 

Session One – Participant D 

Date 30 May 2002 

Time and duration 7:00am to 7:30am 

Connection  Connection was instant. 

Video/audio quality Video was great, very clear and continuous. 

Audio was problematic – he could hear me clearly but I could not hear him. 
We checked the plugging in, the volume control and the set up in 
NetMeeting. The student got his housemate to check for him and said 
probably his sound card was faulty. 

Task completion Unsuccessful. I spoke some Chinese and he text chatted with me for a few 
minutes. 

Session Two – Participant D 

Date 4 July 2002 

Time and duration 7:30 to 8:30 

Connection  The connection was instant. 

Video/audio quality Video was clearer than before but I still could not hear him. He still used his 
computer because he did not have a chance to pick up the one I lend him. He 
could hear me but the sound was broken up a bit. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used to show characters and file transfer was used to 
transfer a video clip but it would take 84 minutes. So it was cancelled. I also 
tried to transfer a Word file but he could receive it but could not find it where 
it had gone. I still think his computer doesn’t have enough memory. 

Technical problems He kept on dropping off from MSN and this had never happened before. 
However we could still see each other and he could still hear me. This means 
the NetMeeting was still on while MSN was gone. 

Task completion Unsuccessful. 
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Session Three – Participant D 

Date  28 October 2002 

Time and duration 9:30 to 10:00 (Brisbane time) 

Connection  Connection was very slow. It seems that the Internet was very congested. He 
dropped out of MSN several times. 

Video/audio quality The video was clear but became still after one minute or so. He could hear 
me but only broken sentences and then the video and sound got stuck. I could 
see him clearly but the image became still soon but I could not hear him at 
all. We tested the microphone and speaker on NetMeeting, his microphone 
did not light up when he spoke. This can mean that he plugged into a wrong 
socket or his microphone was faulty??? We will try again this Wednesday at 
6:30 Brisbane time and 7:30 Sydney time. 

Task completion Unsuccessful 

Session Four – Participant D 

Date  28 November 2002 

Time and duration 8:00 Queensland (QLD) time, 9:00 New South Wales (NSW) time 

Connection  Very slow. Took about 1 minute for the other party to respond. He was 
thrown off MSN several times. Why? This has never happened to other 
students. Ask Sun?? 

Two problems were solved after the session: 

1. It was found out that my microphone was not plugged in. I don’t know 
why it was unplugged. 

2. The firewall was found to be back on because the University recently did a 
security check and tightened the security. The technician lifted it again for 
me. 

The student told me that he was using the computer we provided and found 
the new headphone works with the new computer but not working with his 
old computer. Neither headphone works with his old computer. This 
suggested that the sound card of his old computer may be faulty. 

Video/audio quality I could not see or hear him at all. He could see me once when he invited me 
first. But if I invited him, neither of us could see or hear anything. The image 
became frozen after one minute. So the Internet was very congested at that 
time. 

Task completion Unsuccessful. Will try tomorrow at 6:00am Queensland (QLD) time. 
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Session Five – Participant D 

Date  29 November 2002 (first successful session) 

Time and duration 6:00am to 7:00am excluding interview 

Connection  Instant without any problem. We were delighted to see each other.  

Video/audio quality Both video and audio were very good quality. Clear and continuous. I only 
observed at one time that the student’s image became still and he did not get 
my sentences. It seemed one packet was lost. But the student reported to have 
noticed about 2 lost packets. The video and audio were very stable too. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
But the student commented that it was hard to read the characters on the 
board because even with print, he did not recognize a lot of characters. But he 
did find it a useful tool. 

Technical problems No problem 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/pro
nunciation/usages 

As he has not used Chinese for a long time, his Chinese is a bit rusty but he 
has good grammar and pronunciation and intonation and was very quick to 
pick up or recall things. The conversation was generally flowed. English was 
used when there were problems. On the whole, the task was completed 
successfully. 

Interactional skills He has basic interactional skills and was quick to learn. I have emailed him 
the frequently used phrases for him to use in class. 

Listening skills Very good considering he has not practiced much. 

Affective factors Very positive about this type of teaching 

Task completion Successful 

General impression He can benefit a lot from these NetMeeting sessions. He enjoyed talking 
about basic things. 

The only problem for me is that I have to get up at 5:00am, not really 
convenient. 

Session Six – Participant D 

Date 2 December 2002 

Time and duration 6:00am to 6:40am 

Connection  I initiated an invitation but there was no response for a while. I asked him to 
invite me and it took a long time for him to respond. It seemed even the 
messages could not get through at times. A message said that my invitation 
could not be delivered. We finally got connected and both the sound and 
video quality was great but the connection only lasted about 5 minutes and 
then everything became still. The student signed out MSN but could not sign 
in again for some reason. Every time he tried there was a message saying that 
he was behind a firewall. I asked him to try to connect through IP address, 
but a message saying on his side that there was no response from me. On my 
side nothing happened. So we had to give up this time. I sent an email to 
Professors Sun, Giscard and Haifeng. 

Task completion Unsuccessful 
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Name Participant E 
Sex Female 

Occupation Teacher 

Nationality Australian 

Language level Good 

Been to China? Yes 

Place of residence Victoria 

Session One – Participant E 

Date 24 July 2002 (Wednesday) 

Time and duration 4:30pm to 6:00pm 

Connection It took a long time to connect. First of all, she could not sign into MSN. A 
message came up asking her id?? I asked her to apply a new account and sign 
in with a new password. She finally got into MSN and tried to call me 
through NetMeeting but failed. She rang me and I told her that I would invite 
her through MSN. At first, I could not see her and asked her to send the 
video. Then I could see her and hear her clearly, the best quality I had never 
had before. She was using Netplace as the Internet Service Provider and may 
have a wider bandwidth. Unfortunately she cannot her or see me. Her school 
technician said it may be due to a firewall in Netplace because they have 
bypassed the school firewall. 

She will install Internet at her place and we will try again. 

Video/audio quality Excellent video and audio on my side. This means if the bandwidth is big 
enough, very good video and audio quality can be achieved, for example, 
using LAN at both sides or cable. 

Task completion  

Session Two – Participant E 

Date 26 July 2002 (Friday) 

Time and duration 4:00 

Connection I was waiting for the student to be on MSN but could not see her. She rang 
me and said she was on. I looked at MSN but could not find her. As I clicked 
on her name, MSN asked me to sign in again and I did. This time, I could see 
her. Very strange. This has never happened before. Then the connection was 
instant. She seemed to be able to figure out how to accept my invitation. She 
confirmed this step over the phone. 

Video/audio quality Video is good but the sound was too broken to be intelligible on both sides. It 
seemed that there was a huge congestion in the Internet. We gave up and 
decided to try on Saturday morning when there is less Internet traffic. 

Task completion Unsuccessful 
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Session Three – Participant E 

Date 27 July 2002 

Time and duration 8:00am to 8:30am 

Connection No trouble with inviting and accepting calls as the student is now familiar 
with the process. 

Video/audio quality Video was OK on my side but student mentioned occasional fuzzy pictures 
on her side. The sound on my side was very broken, no complete sentences 
could be received. There was huge delays. But the student could sometimes 
hear a sentence very clearly but sometimes lost a few words. 

Technical problems The bad sound quality and delays were probably due to the Network 
congestion but it was hard to explain that there is heavy traffic early Saturday 
morning, especially on my side, the sound quality was not much better than 
yesterday at 4:00. 

I suspect her Internet was not quick enough. 

She was also using a laptop. Does that mean that her laptop was not powerful 
enough? The student was still determined to preserver with the trial. She said 
she was delightedly at the prospect of being able to speak to someone in 
Chinese. 

Talk with Professor Sun 

1. The ISP (Internet Service Provider) may have a long delay and limited 
bandwidth which they don’t often tell their customers. 

2. Laptop has limited capacities because a lot of things are compressed. 

3. Within 100 msec delay is often unnoticed in conversation but usually a 
modem has a 150–200 msec delay and a LAN has 40 msec delay. 

4. Firewall is often set by the institution, not ISP. Ask the student to check 
with her technician again to ensure the firewall was lifted. 

Task completion Unsuccessful. 

1. She will ask her Internet provider to see the capacity of the Internet. 

2. Change to a desktop computer. And try again this morning. 

Session Four – Participant E 

Date  31 July 2002 

Time and duration 4:15 to 4:40 

Connection Quick connection but I still cannot hear or see her. We can established calls if 
I invited her but if she invited me, we could not establish calls. A message 
appeared on my side saying the person is unable to accept NetMeeting calls. 
It still seemed to be a block here although their technician was sure that they 
have bypassed the school firewalls and checked that their Internet Provider-
Netspace does not have a block. We also checked that her video works too 
because she could see herself in ‘My View’. 

Video/audio quality Excellent sound and video quality on my side.  

Task completion Unsuccessful 
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Session Five – Participant E 

Date  7 August 2002 

Time and duration 4:00 to 6:00 

Connection  We gave up trying at her school. This session was carried out at GSAT, the 
science/technology facility at Deakin Uni. At first, we could not see or hear 
each other at all, although our names appeared in the NetMeeting box. Then 
the technician updated the video drive and the new version of NetMeeting, 
then we could see and hear each other. The student will find out what the 
technician actually did to enable the videoconferencing. 

Video/audio quality The video quality was OK, with occasional fizzy pictures. The sound was a 
bit faint at the first on my side and became louder after the volume on my 
machine was pushed up. No feedback was detected with the speakers on. 
Why? The student did not think the sound was great but she could understand 
me easily.  

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations 

Technical problems 

 

No apart from the first problem in connection. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

She has a good proficiency, second to Joachim and very good pronunciation 
and tones. She mentioned that her biggest problem was spontaneity. Her 
grammar and structures were good but lack of vocabulary to express her 
ideas.  

Interactional skills Better interactional skills then others except Joachim. 

Listening skills Very good listening skills although I had to repeat the sentences sometimes. 

Affective factors She was frustrated with the problem with connection. 

Task completion Successful 

General impression She was a good learner and determined to do this project. This was the first 
time that we were able to converse through NetMeeting and she was not so 
positive about the sound quality and thinks it was better to use the telephone. 
She still liked the video and watch it all the time but could not see clearly my 
mouth movements. 

Session Six – Participant E 

Date  9 August 2002 

Time and duration 3:00pm to 4:00pm 

Connection  We tried her from her school first but same problem appeared. She could not 
receive my video and audio. She then went to GSAT and we got connected 
straight away.  

Video/audio quality According to her, the video on her side was not good at all. The picture was 
pixelled and she could not see me clearly. Such quality stayed all the time 
during the session. I wonder if it was her laptop capacity that causing the bad 
quality of picture. I have asked her to use a normal computer at GSAT. Her 
sound was worse than the last session. She looked frustrated sometimes 
because of the background noise in the network. On my side the picture and 
sound was quite good, continuous and clear most of the time with occasional 
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noise and a little bit of delay. Need to find out what kind of network she used, 
dial up through a modem or LAN? 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations. 
File transfer was used to transfer a video clip of my family. The transfer was 
successful and very quick. 

Technical problems  

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/pro
nunciation/usages 

She did not seem to be prepared. She used Nianji (age) wrongly was 
corrected. Did not see any improvement in her language and pronunciation 
probably due to the poor video and audio quality on her side. The lecture note 
on age was sent to her after the session via email. 

Interactional skills She referred to the list I email her on useful phrases. 

Listening skills Good 

Affective factors Disappointed at the poor video and audio quality today. Her confidence level 
was down a bit. 

Task completion Successful 

General impression She felt frustrated with the sound and video quality although most of the time 
she could understand me perfectly. She mentioned that she often missed out 
the important words due to the bad sound quality. 

Session Seven – Participant E 

Date  14 August 2002 

Time and duration 4:00pm to 5:20pm 

Connection  She connect to me from GSAT and the connection was instant. 

Video/audio quality The sound quality was much better today than the previous two sessions and 
she was very pleased about it. The video was slightly better than before but 
still blurred on her side. Both the video and audio quality on my side was 
better today too. Probably there was less congestion in the network because it 
is the EKA holiday in Brisbane. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used frequently to show characters and pronunciations.  

Technical problems None 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

She did not seem to be prepared. We talked about a range of things today 
although we were supposed to concentrate on what happened yesterday. I 
corrected her use of le and mei in a couple of places and she seemed to 
understand their usage but not used to them. We talked about food and 
exercises. She has a large vocabulary and used some big words like air 
pollution and to prevent heart attack. I was really impressed by her language 
ability. She doesn’t seem to go through the process of translating from 
English into Chinese and her response was almost spontaneous although a bit 
slow sometimes. She used the list I gave her to clarify meanings. 

Interactional skills She referred to the list I email her on useful phrases. 

Listening skills Good – better than before 

Affective factors More confident 

Task completion Successful 
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General impression She was really happy about today’s lesson and said she felt rewarding. She is 
more positive and relaxed today. 

Session Eight – Participant E 

Date  16 August 2002 

Time and duration 1:40pm to 3:30pm 

Connection  She connect to me from GSAT and the connection was instant. 

Video/audio quality The sound quality was not as good as last time today. She mentioned 
crackling noise interferes her listening. Sometimes I have to repeat a few 
times before she could work out the meaning. I think it was a combination of 
both the sound and her Chinese listening. The video was slightly better than 
before. Both the video and audio quality on my side stayed the same today 
too. I still think that her laptop contributes to the poor quality on her side. 

Other features of 
NetMeeting 

The Whiteboard was used briefly to show characters and pronunciations.  

Technical problems The connection dropped once when the student tried to enlarge her video. 

I tried to use the whiteboard and the sharing function but the whiteboard 
worked once and then both the sharing and the whiteboard indicated not in a 
call. So I did not use sharing but used MSN to send the menu to her. That was 
successful. 

Linguistic 
problems/grammar/ 
pronunciation/usages 

She was prepared. We talked about a range of things today around tasks 4 and 
5. Her proficiency and spontaneity has improved from my observation.  

Interactional skills Quite spontaneous 

Listening skills Good – better than before. 

Affective factors Felt more used to NetMeeting. 

Task completion Successful 

General impression She was quite happy about today’s session. 
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Appendix L – Transcription notation 

 

The transcription symbols employed in this book are commonly used for conversation analysis and 

were developed by Gail Jefferson (see Atkinson and Heritage, 1984: ix-xvi) 

 

(.) A dot in brackets indicates A short pause in talk of less than 0.2 of a second. 
(3 secs) The time in bracket indicates the length of pause. 
Over [ lap Square brackets between adjacent lines of concurrent talk 
 [overlap indicate the start of overlapping speeches. 
 
[…] Indicates omission of speeches in the extract. 
Goo:d Colons indicate the speaker has stretched the preceding sound to give an emphasis. 
↑ Indicates rising intonation. 
(( )) Sentences in a double bracket indicate a non-verbal activity. For example 

((looking puzzled)) 
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Appendix M – Post-session survey – summary of 
results (Stage One) 

 

 Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 

Question 1 
Usefulness of 
“Whiteboard” 

Very useful 
Very useful 
Useful 

Very useful 
Very useful 
Very useful 
 

N/A N/A N/A 

Question 1 
Usefulness of 
“Sharing” 
function 
 

N/A N/A Very useful 
Very useful 
Very useful 
 

Useful 
Very useful 
 

 

Question 1 
Usefulness of 
“File Transfer” 
 

N/A N/A N/A Very useful 
 

Very useful 
 

Question 2 
Usefulness of 
task for 
improving 
fluency 
 

Very useful 
Useful 
Useful 

Very useful 
Very useful 
Very useful 
 

Very useful 
Very useful 
Useful 

Very useful 
Very useful 

Very useful 
Very useful 

Question 3 
Usefulness of 
NetMeeting for 
improving 
fluency 
 

Very useful 
Useful 
Useful 

Very useful 
Useful 
OK 

Very useful 
Very useful 
OK 

Very useful 
Very useful 

Very useful 
Very useful 

Question 4 
Aspects 
improved 

Grammar 
Speaking 
Listening 
Spontaneous 

responses 
Pronunciation 
Tones 

Grammar Vocabulary 
Speaking 
Listening 
Fluency 
Spontaneous 

responses 
Pronunciation 
Tones 
 

Grammar 
Vocabulary 
Listening 
Speaking 
Spontaneous 

responses 
Tones 
Pronunciation 

Grammar 
Vocabulary 
Speaking 
Listening 
Spontaneous 

responses 
Pronunciation 
Tones 

Vocabulary 
Grammar 
Speaking 
Listening 
Fluency 
Spontaneous 

responses 

Question 5 
Other comments 

♦ Because 
delayed 
response, 
you must 
concentrate 
on listening. 

♦ Reception was 
much clearer than 
last time. 
Conversation 
flowed much better. 
Whiteboard was 
very useful for 
directions. 

♦ More comfortable 
with this day. 

♦ Background 
knowledge + 
preparedness is 
important. 

♦ Perhaps discuss a 
few more topics – 
like cover a range 
of little situations to 
expand 
conversation and to 
keep it flowing. 

 

♦ Need to see the 
dialogue written 
when looking at 
“new words” on 
the whiteboard. 

♦ Non verbal 
communication 
is good when 
you get used to 
the feature. 

 

♦ Still have 
trouble with 
having 
consinent 
structures. 
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