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Issues around Use of Podcasting by Students for Peer-Reviewed Discussion of Topics in Target Languages

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

Kirsten Söntgens has been lecturing in German since the early 1990s.  Previously she has worked for the Bolton Institute of Higher Education and the University of Central England.  She is particularly interested in computer-assisted language learning and has been involved in a number of international projects on this issue.  She has written extensively including 11 conference papers 2000-2007.
Much podcasting in the Faculty of Law, Arts & Social Sciences (LASS) is used by academics as a supplement to or a replacement for face-to-face lectures.  Söntgens, however, has been keen to have it used by students for their assignments and presentations.  It is an important tool in developing their use of the spoken target language in a contemporary context.

The TV & Radio Project

Since 2004 Söntgens has used podcasting for group work on the Stage 5 German Language unit taught at Level 2.  For the TV & Radio project they form themselves into groups of 3-5 students from a total of 20 students in the class.  Each groups has to produce an audio or video clip exploring a topic concerning a current issue in Germany or Austria.  Students decide on the topics themselves but the tutors can veto any that they feel are too childish or boring or which can too easily copy audio, video or other content from elsewhere.  Students get support from Livia Schanze provides support through during her oral classes at which students have to report on their progress which Schanze can then comment upon.  A key challenge is the difficulty in getting groups to get down to work on the project, as well as the usual issues of various group dynamics.
The clip is not in the form of a presentation rather the students carry out a discussion on the topic in the style of a television or radio discussion programme. Often different students will be allocated different roles, for example, as the moderator or as people with particular interests in the subject, e.g. a business person, a Green Party member or a German citizen.  They record their sessions in the Modern Languages multi-media lab that is an environment, with which, by Level 2, they are familiar.
Once they have recorded their clip they hand a written transcript to their tutor and upload the clip to Blackboard.  Students are reluctant to see themselves and so far only a single group has submitted a video clip.  Even when they use web cams in interaction online, they tend to point these to the ceiling so their faces are not seen.  However, even hearing how they sound in German has benefits.  Naturally they sound different to how they hear themselves speak, but the exercise points out where they need to work on their accents and it provides a clear impetus for them to look at their performance.

Peer Reviewing

All groups have to submit their clips by the Christmas vacation.  During the vacation the other students in the full class listen to what each group has produced as a podcast online from the Blackboard site.  After the vacation each of the pre-Christmas groups is broken up with each of the members going into a different new group.  In that group they have 1 minute to introduce their clip and then discuss it, of course, all in the target language.  Each student also gets to hear the views of 4 others about what they have produced.  The discussion is assessed.
The overall mark for the project comes from three aspects: 50% for the individual student’s performance in German in the clip; 25% for their group work and 25% from the assessed post-Christmas discussion.  In terms of the group work the tutor is looking for true coherence, rather than an assemblage of individual pieces and whether, for example, the moderator works intuitively or simply reads from a script.
Plans for the Future
Whilst Söntgens would like to have the bulk of the clips still submitted in December she hopes to be able to move to having one podcast each month, possibly with the first one going live in November.  Then each topic can be discussed in the oral classes as it becomes available.  The first group would have more allowances as they would have to get to work quickly and whilst they could reference previous years’ clips, would not be learning as much from their peers’ examples as successive groups would do.  Each topic would only be announced just before a group started work on it and they would then have 4 weeks to complete their clip.  It is hoped that such activity would continue through Semester 2 even after the work had been assessed as it is an interesting content input into the unit, a basis for discussions and benefits students’ language skills development.  With this model 75% of the mark will come from language work and 25% from the group work element.
Students do a blog project in Semester 2, discussing a topic in three groups.  To avoid being pestered by advertising they have their own university blog.  Currently Söntgens is evaluating this project too.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 7th July 2006.
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