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A Case Study of Student Experiences of 
Multi-modal Net-based Language Learning
Jonathan R. White, Högskolan Dalarna, Falun, Sweden

ABSTRACT

Thisarticlepresentstheresultsofacasestudyofstudentattitudestowardthedevelopmentoflanguage
skillsthroughnet-basedlanguagelearning,andespeciallythroughamulti-modalplatform,Adobe
Connect.Researchhasdemonstratedthatlanguageskillscanbedevelopedthroughdifferentnet-based
set-ups,butthattechnologycansometimesbeabarrier.Anonlinesurveywasconductedwithstudents
onnet-basedEnglishcoursesataSwedishuniversity. Informantsreported that theyhadpositive
experiencesofsuchlearning,butthattheyfeltthatspeakingskillsweredifficulttodevelop,often
duetoconnectionproblems.Listeningwasaparticularproblemduringso-calledhybridseminars,
wherenet-basedstudentsinteractedwithcampusstudents.Informantsfeltthatthemainpedagogical
issuesfornet-basedlanguagelearningweretheattitudesoftheinstructorsandstudents.Theset-up
ofcoursescanhelpdevelopspokenlanguageskills,includinginteraction,butalsothewillingness
offellowstudentstointeractorallyratherthanthroughtextchatisimportant.
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INTRODUCTION

Therearemanyskillsthatmakeupourlinguisticcompetence,andmuchresearchhasinvestigated
whether these can be developed in online language learning environments, including video
conferencing,asdiscussedintheresearchsynthesesbyLin,Huang,andLiou(2013)andBlake(2016).
Studentexperiencesofonlinelanguagelearninghavebeensoughtformanylearningenvironments,
suchasforums,blogs,textchat,etc.However,web-basedvideoconferencinghasnotbeeninvestigated
tosuchagreatextent.

Sincesuchenvironmentsofferthepossibilityofinteractinginbothoralandtext-basedmodalities,
wecanhypothesisethatstudentswouldperceivevideo-conferencingenvironmentsasbeingricher
environmentsforlanguagelearning.Indeed,asnotedinTrinder(2016,p.97),outofthedifferentonline
environments,multi-modalenvironmentswereratedasmostpleasingaesthetically.Toinvestigate
thisissue,acasestudywascarriedoutinordertocollectstudents’opinionsaboutaspecificvideo-
conferencing service, Adobe Connect, used in courses at a mid-size university in Sweden. This
studysoughttoexaminehowthestudentsexperiencedthedevelopmentoftheirlanguageskillsin
theenvironment,fromoralandlisteningskillstomoreformalacademicwritingandgrammatical
competence,andalsohowtheyexperiencedinteractionwithteachersandfellowstudents.Therefore,
thisstudyaimstogiveaninsightintothepositiveandnegativesidesofvideoconferencingasan
environmentforonlinelanguagelearning.
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Asurveywasconductedwithstudentsatdifferentlevelsofundergraduatenet-basedEnglish
studies(firsttothirdsemesters)throughGoogleForms(net-basedisthecommontermusedatthis
universitytorefertocoursesconductedonlineinvolvingsynchronousonlineseminars,andsothis
isthetermthatwillbeusedinthearticle,asopposedtotermssuchasonlineordistance).Before
presentingtheresults,though,somebackgroundontheissuesoflanguageskilldevelopmentand
interactioninnet-basedlearningenvironments,aswellasreportsofstudentattitudestonet-based
languagelearning,willbegiven,plusadescriptionoftheAdobeConnectenvironment.

BACKGROUND ON LANGUAGE LEARNING IN NET-BASED ENVIRONMENTS

Net-based Learning of Language Skills
Muchresearchhasfocusedonthenet-basedlearningoflanguageskills.Blake(2016)carriedout
a meta-study of research into the development of the four skills in net-based language learning
environments.Henotesmanyexamplesofstudieswhereitisarguedthattheskillscanbedeveloped
equallywellorevenbetterinnet-basedlearningenvironmentscomparedtoface-to-faceones.Similarly,
Lin,Huang,andLiou(2013)conductedameta-analysisof research into theeffectofcomputer-
mediatedcommunication(CMC)onlearning,analysingtenstudiesfrom2002-2011,andfounda
small-sizepositiveeffectonlanguageacquisitionfromusingsynchronousCMC.MohdAlwietal.
(2012)provideevidencethatthedifferentlanguageskillsarepromotedthroughnet-basedlanguage
use.Thereneeds,though,tobeactivelanguagesupportandmorestructureforcomplextasks,as
withoutittherewaslessdiscussionoflinguisticforms.

Otherpositiveeffects fromnet-based language learninghavealsobeennoted.Forexample,
Blake(2009)andSauro(2012)arguethatcomputer-mediatedcommunicationisgoodfordeveloping
linguisticfluencyandthenoticingoferrorsinlinguisticform(cf.alsoShekary&Tahrarian,2006and
Chun’s,2008meta-analysisofresearch).Oskoz(2009)reportedresearchoncollaborativeinteraction
onfeedbackinnet-basedchatsbetweenlearnersofSpanishandtheirinstructors.Therewasareported
increaseintheamountofnoticingoferrorsandsubsequenttake-upofthisfeedbackintheirlinguistic
production(cf.alsoLong,2014’ssynthesisofresearchoncooperativecollaborativeinteraction).
Stockwell(2010)alsocarriedoutastudycomparinglinguisticproductioninsynchronous(textchat)
andasynchronous(forum)computer-mediatedenvironments.Bothresultedinhighlevelsoflexical
density,syntacticcomplexityandspellingaccuracyinstudents’writtenproduction.

However, in Trinder’s (2016, p. 95) study of different environments for language learning,
learnersfeltthatimmersionwasthebestenvironmentforlearninganewlanguage(42%),overblended
learning(24%),face-to-face(20%),andonlineonly(2%).Forimprovingalanguagealreadywell
known,immersionwasexperiencedasclearlybest(70%)overinteractionwithnativespeakers(11%)
andblendedlearning(6%).Issueswithsoundqualitywerethemainreasonforonlineandblended
learningnotbeingratedmorehighly(Trinder,2016,p.94).

Apartfromthenoticingoferrorsandfeedback,muchresearchintonet-basedenvironmentsdeals
withthepromotionofinteraction.Thisisverymuchtiedinwiththedevelopmentoflearnerautonomy,
aswellaswiththeformationoflearnercommunities,and,therefore,isthesubjectofthenextsection.

Interaction and Autonomy in Net-based Learner Communities
Inhisseminalwork,Vygotsky(1978)describeslearningasasocialprocess.Thiscanmeanboth
thatstudentslearnasapartofacommunity,butalsothatlearnerssocialisetheirlearninginternally.
Similarly,Benson(2001)claimsthatlearnerautonomyrequiresasocialautonomy,whichentailsthat
learnercommunitiescantakecollectiveresponsibilityforlearning.AsWarschauer(1997)argues,
computer-mediatededucationcanbeseentopromotereflectionandinteraction,whicharekeyfeatures
ofautonomy.EneauandDevelotte(2012)reportedpositiveexperiencesofinteractionandforming
anonlinecommunityamongstudentsonanet-basedFrenchcourse,andFitze(2006)reportedthat
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