ELCS-HUM02: Spanish – Irina Nelson

(School of Humanities):

Issues of Using Video Clips for Language Teaching

From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.

Background

Language teaching at universities is handled on a 7-stage basis.  Students who have an 'A'-level in the language enter at Stage 3 or at Stage 4 if they have attained an 'A' grade.  Once students have completed a year abroad they generally return to continue studying at Stages 6 or 7.  Irina Nelson, a native speaker of Spanish previously worked at Stages 3-5 but now teaches at Stages 5-7.  Nelson has studied one of the Open University's courses for those teaching in higher education, H802 - 'Applications of Information Technology in Open and Distance Education'.  This not only inspired her to adopt e-learning approaches in her teaching but also provided useful ideas that she has put into action in carrying these out.  With the introduction of the Blackboard VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) to the University of Southampton, Nelson was keen to develop one area using it which would make her life easier.  She recognised that it had the potential to allow students to do a listening exercise using authentic material in the target language from wherever they were located.  Nelson admits that she enjoys doing this work, but that it is time consuming.  She observes that those academics wishing to develop an approach in e-learning are forced to demonstrate to the University that it is possible before receiving full support.

The Modern Languages Discipline has use of a smart classroom at the Avenue Campus.  This has 18 computers that are linked to the tutor's computer, and a 'huge' screen on to which activities can be projected.  It allows students to work at their terminals on their own work or to collaborate as a group.  As with other provision in the School of Humanities,
 it suffers from inappropriate lighting, but is a useful resource, particularly for showing film or video clips via computer.  At the time of the interview the server allocated to the School was slow to open video clips but it was anticipated that it would soon be replaced by a server that allowed streaming.

The Use of Online Audio/Video Clips

Nelson has worked to provide one listening practice each week, via Blackboard, on topics which are relevant to other aspects of her students' courses.  Not only does this make use of e-learning facilities, but Nelson also feels that pursuing this approach provides a different form of media input for students that leads to an 'intense' change in their learning and understanding of the language, something which is necessary for successful study at university level.  Nelson emphasises that tutors have to be alert to the different learning styles that students use and, thus, they cannot afford to rely simply on a linear approach or with just text-based work; for effective language learning teaching has to be 'multi-sensory'.  In addition, Students returning from their period abroad and then working at Stage 7 anticipate that they will be treated as knowing the language so expect work to be appropriate to this perception.

Nelson feels that Blackboard is ‘a fantastic tool’ for her, allowing students to check their vocabulary, read a text and listen to material in the target language, whether in class or independently.  Nelson notes that putting all her lectures on the VLE 'undercuts' the potential black market in lectures.  She has also left the material that she previously developed for stages 3-5 on the system as learning objects which can be used by colleagues now teaching at those levels.  The learning object approach has allowed Nelson to maximise the usage of resources she creates.  For example, through adjusting the learning outcomes of a Stage 3 learning object she was able to use it for students at Stage 5.  The stage to which material is appropriate is indicated by the colour of its background on screen.

As is the case with most e-learning developments at the University beyond the 'foundation' level, Nelson does much of the work in her spare time, especially the digitising of video clips so that they can be accessed through Blackboard.  There is no budget in the Discipline to buy the necessary equipment so Nelson has to access satellite broadcasts from home.   Like many colleagues, Nelson provides Blackboard pages in Spanish, and from the academic year 2005/6, has added a tab on the pages that links to the listening exercises.  The exercises are organised by semester and whilst there is one for each of the twelve weeks of study, students are able to access any exercise at any time.  Each makes use of freely available software called Hot Potatoes
 which enables Nelson to create exercises that elicit understanding from the students; despite using different software these can be easily put inside Blackboard pages.   The software allows a range of question types such as gap-fill, matching words and multiple-choice.  These methods are introduced in class along with the necessary vocabulary.

The exercises are linked to media files and students can access the audio/video resources as many times as they like.  The clips are generally 1-2 minutes long, the length of a news item, though some are 10 minutes long.  They usually have a pop video followed by a news clip, all in Spanish.  Students, might, for example, be asked to then fill in the gaps of lyrics to the song featured in the video.  Students can repeatedly listen to the material whilst doing the exercise.  Not only do these help with language development, but also with familiarising the student with the current culture of the Spanish-speaking world.  Some of the topics covered include issues such as human rights.  There are also connections between units, for example for the Spanish & Film programme, which links material from the Violence and Terrorism in the Hispanic World unit of the language programme, covering the Franco period, to film.  Using the language as the common denominator, this has worked very well.

The exercises that Nelson sets require exact comprehension of the material by the students.  Some clips feature the same news but with different commentary allowing students to further explore the content whilst using different vocabulary.  Exercises can include gap-filling very long sentences so that the students not only engage with the words but also gain an understanding of the structures too.  As a result of her study with the Open University, Nelson came to believe that knowledge is constructed by the interaction students are involved with, including feedback.  Consequently she has put automatic feedback into the exercises to promote such learning.  The feedback can encourage students to focus on particular parts of the information.  Students also receive a score of how many questions they have got right.

The Next Steps

Nelson's goal is to treble the number of clips available and to make them part of an 'interactive square index' so that students can go directly to the news clips, interactive exercises, a notepad, the list of topics or grammar issues as they require.  Grammar is explained through Powerpoint slides.  Students can interact with the material by subject or by grammar point.  Nelson thus represents the facility as being a 'microcosm' which the student can access from clicking on a Blackboard tab.

Already, one of Nelson's colleagues Alicia Pozo-Gutiérrez has been filming her lectures in both Spanish and English.  This allows the students to gain the subject content in English, but also for Nelson to use the same lectures delivered in Spanish in her units.  This permits the students to further explore the issues in the target language and do language exercises based on this content.  In general a 45-minute lecture is edited down to a 20-25 minute long clip.  The Spanish versions are only 15 minutes long because they are not delivered in front of a student audience.  Nelson and Pozo-Gutiérrez's 'dream' is to have all the lectures linked in this way and they have been working to edit and prepare a good body of material to be available this way.  It is intended that these can then be streamed video resources.  The files are 'huge' so it is hoped that a way will be found to compress them.  Another goal is for lectures in smaller chunks, to allow students to explore a topic through three 10-minute related lectures.  Each would focus on a particular element or country's perspective of the issue.

Conclusion

This case study demonstrates that tutors do not need to turn the majority of their units over to e-learning in order to provided benefit to students.  Nelson's work addresses one area of language learning and through e-learning provides easy access to useful resources and then puts them to use in the development of knowledge and skills.  Whilst her work began by focusing on one aspect of language, it is already expanding to engaging with cultural knowledge and other content development.  Thus, it provides a good example of how successful e-learning provision can mushroom.  In this case flexibility is fostered by the adoption of a learning objects approach.
  However, yet again, as in so many of these case studies, it demonstrates that the advance of e-learning at the University of Southampton is dependent on staff working in their spare time and putting their own funds into creating useful e-learning provision.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 28th February 2006.
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