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Abstract

This paper reviews research that has been conducted to study the effects of using podcasts with students that are learning a second language. Podcasting is gaining popularity in the foreign language class and it is important to investigate the effects of this technology in the pronunciation and overall comprehension of the second language. This study presents the findings of research done with students that were learning English as a Foreign Language (Chang S, Huang P. and Hsieh Y, 2005) and learners of French and German (Ducate, L and Lomicka L., 2009). It also includes the finding of other studies that refer to the use of Podcasts in the foreign language class. Studies report that students overall feeling is positive when using podcasts in the class, but there is not enough evidence to prove that it helps improve pronunciation. More research is necessary to understand how podcasts impact the foreign language class. There is no research available specifically to the use of podcasts with elementary school students.
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Several studies have been conducted to try to determine how the use of podcasting in the foreign language class affects the learning of the language. This review refers to some of the papers published in this topic with the purpose of analyzing and comparing results.


Research by Thorne and Payne (2005) found proliferation in the use of podcasting, blogs, wikis and other forms of computer-mediated communication. They defined podcasting as “an approach for sharing and indexing mp3 audio content on the Internet to be downloaded and listened to locally on a portable mp3 player or computer”. Thorne and Payne (2005) viewed podcasting as another avenue to provide language learners with access to diverse authentic materials. In their article they stated that video podcasts are possible, but are less frequent and can be a promising tool for foreign language education. I am really interested in exploring video podcasting and I was glad to read this statement. The study considered that few examples of the integration of podcasting into foreign language instruction are currently documented, but the possibilities for using podcasting as a venue for students to publish original foreign language works are many. According to Thorne and Payne (2005) the use of podcasting will require that instructors cultivate a balance between creative expression and the efforts to have students use the language to communicate well (e.g., dramatic performances, readings of literature, interviews). The authors concluded that Podcasting provides expressive possibilities such as audio compositions and makes available authentic audio texts and pedagogical materials. They stated that podcasting has already entered the realm of language learning and is believed to accelerate language acquisition through new applications and creative podcasting broadcasts. 
Chang, Huang and Hsieh (2005) explored the use of podcast technology supporting asynchronous language learning. They found that podcasts are gaining popularity but when referring specifically to language learning it is still and emerging topic. They investigated the applicability and effectiveness of podcasting as a tool for teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL). They considered that most teachers would be inevitably influenced by the benefits of using podcast for their everyday task of language teaching. They concluded that there is little research empirically investigating EFL students’ intention to adopt podcast for enhancing their learning. They also said that the use of podcasts in the EFL context is not popular yet, and they still know very little about how podcast can be used successfully in terms of being incorporated into an integrated EFL curriculum. They expected their research to seed more follow up researches in the future. 

McQuillan (2006) studied current theories of second language acquisition and outlined a basic framework for understanding how iPod and iTunes can be used in language education. According to McQuillan the goal of second language instruction is to provide opportunities for the students to be exposed to messages that are comprehensible using visuals, facial expressions, gestures and more. Students can interview native speakers creating several audio recording on the same of similar topic, so the vocabulary is recycled and the students get a chance to hear the words several times in a familiar context.

O’Bryan and Hegelheimer (2007) caution that “podcast users and developers should focus on what this technology may add to an existing program of study and reflect on how it may transform language learning” This statement clearly indicates that technology alone does not make language acquisition happen; instead, it facilitates the language learning process.
Teachers can use podcast episodes to teach listening skills, speaking strategies, and pronunciation, as well as raise learner’s awareness about cultural differences (Fox, 2008). In fact, learners whose language classes incorporated podcast sessions and podcasting related spoke positively of this tool and believed that it improved their listening skills, exposed them to different accents, enabled them to record their own voices, and gave them ample opportunities to explore the target language. Fox (2008) discussed in her paper how teachers have used the Absolutely Intercultural podcast and how to involve target language podcasts in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching. They start from the simple option of listening to the podcast and go to the option of creating and publishing a regular class podcast. This study is more a step-by-step guide that shows student involvement but it does not present a conclusion.
Lord (2008) determined that participants of the podcast study revealed a significant increase in attitude (towards a more positive attitude). When they rated the foreign language pronunciation improvement after taking part in weekly podcast projects for a semester, students showed some degree of improved pronunciation, but it was hard to determine if it was because of the podcasts or other activities in which they were engaged. Participants in general confirmed that overall it was a beneficial and practical project that served its purpose even though not all participants enjoyed every aspect of the podcast.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Ulugbek Nurmukhamedov, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (2009) in his review of Second Language Teaching in the Net Generation, mentioned Ducate and Lomicka (2009) study where they questioned if podcasting was an effective tool to improve students’ pronunciation. Ducate and Lomicka (2009) used German and French language learners for their study. Students were asked to create a podcast as a course requirement after receiving instruction on how to produce a podcast. In addition to podcasting posts on special blogs, the students also had to write comments on their blogs about their learning experience with podcasting. After the analysis of the data they concluded that pronunciation didn’t improve significantly but are not sure if it was may be because students only had 16 weeks for this study. However, the majority of the students involved in this study perceived the podcast experience as a positive one. They enjoyed the opportunity to be creative and they appreciated the feedback for their scripted recording.
Conclusion

Podcasting is without doubt a useful tool for foreign language learners and teachers. It allows students of a second language to practice the target language either independently or in groups. Learners have the possibility of listening to authentic materials and to native speakers that can expose them to a variety of different accents. One of the advantages of podcasts is the flexibility of being able to listen to it as many times as it is necessary for a student, without the feeling that he/she is interrupting the class. When students get enough confidence they can start producing their own podcasts and can create learning material for younger or new students to the language. According to Podcasting and Education  (http://homepage.mac.com/davemcguire/Research.html) “The power of the Internet, coupled with the ease of creating weblogs and podcasts, means that education by these means will be more widely available to eager language learners.  In addition, the learner will continue to have access to more specialized content.  For those looking to improve their proficiency, this can only be a good thing”. 

There is still a lot of research to be done to prove the effects of the use of podcasts in language learning, but it is a topic that is gaining popularity. Research on the use of podcasts for elementary school students needs to be done, I could not find anything materials that refer to it.
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