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ABSTRACT: 

In large various English classes with different language backgrounds, students can not have enough time to practice and get proper correction and feedback from the teacher. To solve the problem, this offline language assessing method has been developed at the Banking Academy - Phu Yen Branch for classes of 60-90 students and proved to be extremely useful in language learning, practising and evaluating outside the classroom. It involves the whole procedure of preparing and assessing oral presentations from data collection, content building, mistake correction, spell check and rehearsal to evaluation. The differences lie in the use of common search engines and related sites, mistake correction utilities, language learning softwares such as text-to-speech converters and recording devices and the offline evaluation of presentations in form of video clips which must be uploaded to file sharing or storing websites or sent to the teacher through e-mails, removable drives or CDs. This procedure, with help of popular, available everywhere technological applications, can be carried out totally outside the class boundary and saves both the teacher and students plenty of time in class for other activities. Besides, it also helps students practise not only their speaking but also their pronunciation, grammar and writing.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Rationale


In this digital era human life has been made so much easier thanks to modern technology and so have the teaching and learning English. Thanks to the applications of technology, English teachers and learners can approach huge amounts of resources from the Internet, do their jobs online and even self-study to master a foreign language with help of language learning devices and softwares. However, it is often thought that technology is expensive and only available in big cities and for rich people. It is obvious that most Vietnamese people can not afford the latest and best technical equipment in language learning as well as in other fields. Nevertheless, the author does believe that it is the way we human beings employ technology that matters, not how modern or expensive it must be. In other words, a wise teacher and learner can take advantages of cheap, available-everywhere technological advances to optimize their performance, regardless of their location, financial situations and backgrounds.



In many Vietnamese institutes, students are put into the same class because of their major, regardless of their English levels. Besides, the overwhelm of student numbers over the school’s facilities and teachers give way to enormous class sizes of over 50, 70 or even over 100 students. These makes teaching and learning English sometimes become a mission impossible in which both teachers and learners struggle helplessly to do all what they can towards English competence and communicative ability. These are the reasons why urgent steps must be taken to improve the situation.


This offline method of English speaking skill assessment can be useful to any language teachers and learners; however it has proved to be extremely helpful to extra-large classes with students of different background levels from near-illiteracy to upper-immediate. It has been developed to solve the problems of time lacking, attention and feedback shortage, individual need meeting and outside classroom practice of English. It enables every learner to practise their writing, pronunciation, grammar along with speaking at their own paces with proper support from the teacher and extends the instructor’s correction and feedback to every individual learner, which is almost impossible in class. 
1.2. Literature review



The assessment of English language skills in general and speaking specifically has been taken into consideration quite long ago in order to find out the most suitable ways to check learners’ performance and progress. In 1992, Knight presented the stages and criteria of English speaking skill assessment in a workshop for teacher development. In 1999, McCollum suggested the use of the software Instructional Language Assessment which “makes instructional language assessment “come alive” with video and audio clips of English language learners using English in the classroom.” In the same year, Florez studied “what speaking tasks can be used in class and what specific needs learners report” to help learners improve their speaking skills and oral competency. Furthermore, Stephenson and Jorgensen (2003); Powers (2010) also shared their researches and methods of language assessing. However, the use of video clips to assess learners’ speaking skill has never been in practical use. The closest applications of offline English speaking skill evaluation that can be seen so far are the computer-based recordings of speaking candidates’ performance in the TOEFL iBT and the TOEIC Speaking test, which have been proved to be highly reliable. However, for many reasons including the likeliness of cheating by test takers reading aloud pre-written texts or memorising the presentation in advance, which are hard to recognize only through mere listening without watching the speakers closely, this assessment method seems inapplicable to real classes with such sizes and variety. 
On the other hand, the use of technology in general and videos specifically in English learning and teaching has been intensively researched and applied for a long time. Similarly to Burt (1999), Rammar (2005) studied the uses of videos in the classroom and concluded that “Video can be used in a variety of instructional settings - in classrooms, on distance-learning sites where information is broadcast to learners who interact with the facilitator via video or computer, and in self-study and evaluation situations.” In 2011, numerous researcher papers were released relating the use of videos in language teaching and learning. For example, Mekheimer with his article The Impact of Using Videos on Whole Language Learning in EFL Context., Watkins and Wilkins with his work on Using YouTube in the EFL Classroom and Kaye’s presentation on Revitalizing resources – a Re-Examination of Video in the language class. It is obvious that the use of videos has become so popular thanks to the development and availability of technology, especially YouTube and social networks. However, there has virtually been no official report on the use of students’ self-made videos for oral presentation evaluation.     
2. Procedure
2.1. Preparatory and rehearsal:


On this preparatory stage, clear instructions must be given to students on how to carry out the oral presentation including specific guidelines about topic choosing, time limit and submission schedule. Once a chosen topic has been approved by the teacher, students will collect data for the talk content and prepare their presentation, using common search engines, useful sites and links. For instance, students may have options to deliver a talk on a company, a product or brand or a famous businessman. Here in this step students should be aided with helpful tips on how to take the best uses of search tools such as Google, how to find and recognized a reliable source of data, the types of information that needs including in the presentation and how to build up a presentation. This tutorial often takes about an hour, but the benefits are invaluable. It is surprisingly true that even though the youths today are normally referred to as digital natives, there is always a large proportion of students in any of my classes who do not even know how to create an email account or look for a certain piece of information on the internet. They often come from the country, belong to minor ethnic groups or sometimes simply too poor to have ever owned a computer before. The little time spent on this initial training also helps students smooth their transitional path from tertiary to college education.


Then, after the content building stage, a Word draft file must be sent to the teacher for review. The mistake correction is carried out using the Track Changes and Comment menus in the Review Tab of Microsoft Word. When students receive the corrections, they can “Accept” or “Reject” the suggestions with a simple click. At this step, comments and suggestions are also given to help improve the learner’s talk organization, coherence, cohesion, vocabulary and grammar. Two kinds of mistakes are often identified in students’ writing: they either simply copy and paste heaps of information found on the net into the same composition, or attempt to write the talk in their mother tongue and then have it translated into English by online translation tools like Google Translator or softwares such as EVTRAN or Babylon, etc. In the former case the writing would be really messy without any discourse structure or linking devices whereas the latter shows plenty of ridiculous mistakes done by machine literal translation. In both cases the students will be asked to change their topic and restart the process until a piece of their own writing is submitted. This mistake correction is usually the most time-consuming and effort-requiring part of the job.

Next, students can practise their pronunciation and speaking with the corrected draft. This can be done with help of online dictionaries, Text-to-speech converters and recording devices. Students are first asked to check the pronunciation of difficult words with dictionaries that provide phonetic transcriptions or sound sample pronunciation such as LacViet or Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dictionary. To practise connected speech, students can use text-to-speech converters online at http://www.ispeech.org or http://vozme.com/index.php?lang=en or softwares like Balabolka, NHMTTS, Voice reader, etc. By converting their talk content into a sound recording, learners can practise both their listening and pronunciation at the same time. Here students are instructed to focus on the intonation and rehearse their presentations several times using recording devices like their own cell phones or computers. All the jobs can be done easily online with an Internet connection or free, light and user-friendly softwares. The whole process involves no cost but time and effort, which is suitable for all types of learners.
 
When the rehearsal is finished, the presentation is filmed into a video clip and sent to the teacher for evaluating through email, file sharing sites such as Mediafire, Facebook, Yahoo! Messenger or in flash disks, memory cards or CDs. Once again, all equipment needed is just a normal mobile phone with camera recorder utility or a common laptop with webcam. Thanks to such simple means, lots of video clips have been made inside the classroom, outdoors or in supermarkets as long as they show the speakers talking clearly about their topics. All videos must be between three and five minutes long and are encouraged to be as creative and original as possible. Mere text or subtitle reading and memorised speech are very easy to recognize from those clips and hence will not generate satisfactory results for their makers.
2.2. Evaluation
The biggest advantage of this method of assessment is that all the presentations are stored in form of video clips in websites and disk drives, which enables teachers to download and evaluate them offline any time afterwards and other students can also access to their peers’ works for reference or as a source of learning material. This brings flexibility and convenience and actually broadens the class boundary almost indefinitely. It does create a huge amount of work for the teacher, but it is also the best chance for any individual students in extra-large classes to get proper correction and feedback for their performance. It is also ideal for students to work at their own paces and levels without much pressure from their classmates as long as there are clear enough sets of instructions and schedule.
For the evaluation of speaking, there are also detailed marking guidelines concerning the talk organization and length, task accomplishment, coherence and cohesion, pronunciation accuracy, overall fluency and range of vocabulary and grammar. Bonus marks are also given for creativity and originality as well as minus for late submissions or violations. Feedback is given through email or by commenting on students’ posts, sometimes even by phone or text messaging. 
2.3. Sharing and further feedback

When learners submit their videos for evaluation, they are reminded of their choice whether to publicize their work or not. Many students choose to submit their presentation through emails, CDs, USBs, flash disks, memory cards, which are personal to them and can not be accessed by others. Some students create accounts in file sharing sites such as Mediafire, Rapidshare, cloud storage sites such as Dropbox or and SkyDrive, where their videos can be safely stored and shared them only with those they would like to. However, quite a number of students prefer their videos to appear on YouTube or social networks like Facebook or their blogs. In this case they can set their own privacy level for the post, and the teacher may also decide whether to leave the feedback public or send it via another les obvious channel. Some of the best clips will be set out as good samples and used as a way to encourage learners’ efforts. Peer comments and further feedback from the net community later on are also good ways for the learners’ and teacher’s self-evaluation. In this way, teaching and learning has become highly co-operative and interactive and transparent. 
Another good way for students to learn from others’ mistakes is that the video clips and their text content are sent to the class’ common email address, forum or Facebook site or group. On doing so, the teacher can also get closer contact with students and give timely answers to any of their possible questions and once again extending the language teaching and learning beyond the classroom space. On the other hand, the teacher can also share her favourite clips or excellent pieces of works on her site, blog, wall or group for other students’ reference or discussion with permission of the speakers. Thanks to technology, all these procedures have become so much easier and cheaper than they were just a few years ago.
3. Discussion
3.1. Benefits



As it can be easily seen from the above description, this offline method of speaking assessment has several strengths. Firstly, it is convenient for both the learners and the teacher since they can work flexibly at their own pace anywhere at any time. Secondly, it is very cost-effective because it requires a minimum amount of facility and most of the work can be done online or free of charge thanks to the Internet. Thirdly, it helps shy students overcome the pressure of speaking in front of a crowd. Fourthly, it enables students to optimize their presentations with music, sounds, visual aids and activities e.g. role-plays, mime, etc. in order to deliver their talk in the most creative and original way. Fifthly, students can have as much independent practice as they want to perfect their presentations without affecting others, something which seemed impossible before due to the interactive nature of speaking. Sixthly, along with their speaking skills, students can also improve their vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation during the mistake correction and rehearsal stages. Seventhly, this leads to the necessary skills of self-study such as information searching, self-correcting and sharing for correcting and feedback and actively learning from others. Finally, because language learning can be so highly personalized, the huge class sizes and students’ different competence and performance are no longer barriers to teaching and learning any more. It has never been easier and more effective to practise and assess speaking skills before for both teachers and students thanks to the development of modern technology.

In the last two years at the Banking Academy – Phu Yen branch, among about 400 first-year students who were given the options of either presenting their topic in class or carrying it out in video clips, only about 30 chose the first way. About 90% of the students had sent in drafts for teacher correction at least once before filming it. Only about 10% needed to edit their content more than twice, which was really impressive. Most of the students also rehearsed at least some times before submitting their videos for marking. They chose various places and ways to deliver their talks, and many decided to illustrate them with commercials, real items of goods, pictures and subtitles. Some even hired professionals to film and edit their videos, however the majority did it with hand phones or notebooks, quite a few of which borrowed from friends and acquaintances. Many of them had their clips posted in Public setting and welcome comments and feedback from the net community as well as from their teachers and classmates. Generally speaking, although some of the clips are really disasters, most of them are quite good thanks to the speakers’ good preparation, and some are really brilliant, natural and original. And last, but not least, as mentioned in many viewers’ comments, the making and watching of those clips were good fun for them all in a lot of cases.
3.2. Some drawbacks

Maybe the biggest disadvantage of this method is the incredible amounts of time and effort involved in the making, i.e. the preparation and rehearsal phases of the video clips. It normally takes about a week for a learner to finish a presentation and about an hour on average for the teacher to correct a piece of written content. I teach at least 200 students a semester (which lasts 16 weeks) so the correction and evaluation only is sometimes a real stressing burden. There are also some other drawbacks that also need to be taken into consideration. Firstly, a huge amount of storage space is required to keep the videos (many of them vary from hundreds of Mbs to a few Gbs) which pile up gradually. This leads to the situation that students are encouraged to store their videos online or in cloud storage sites rather than send them directly to the teacher. Secondly, some students abuse technology by relying too much on Google and translation tools that they hardly work at all. One more shortcoming is that there is still little chance that students may read the text or subtitle or memorize them without any effort to speak it at all.

In spite of the above disadvantages, this form of offline speaking evaluation has been considered as a breakthrough in the practice of English for students outside the classroom, especially when they do not have enough time to do it during class. Two out of my three most recent classes chose video clips for all their presentations, whereas in the third one only 5 out of 81 students delivered their talk in front of their classmates. The most common reasons for their choice are that they have more time for preparation and they can do it over and over again until they are completely satisfied with the videos before submission. They also do not have to face the audience pressure of authentic presentations and can avoid questions afterwards. However, here arises the question of how to enhance the learners’ confidence and communicative ability in their real life. It may be best for students to practise their speaking class more frequently not only in filmed clips but also in real situations. 
4. Conclusion 
This offline method of English speaking skill is a brand new solution to the problems of overcrowded classes where there is always not enough time for oral practice and correction. It has been developed on the combination of common language learning softwares, utilities, the internet and other available-everywhere technological advances. It does not require any modern or expensive equipment, any professional knowledge of information technology or film making or broadcasting. It is the simple belief that anybody can learn a foreign language regardless of their background and problems that has driven its birth. With a little bit of training and a lot of effort, now the majority of learners who do not have well-equipped language labs as well as enough money to afford expensive English courses with native speakers of the language as teachers can self-study and present their ideas to the world confidently. If it is widely applied by teachers for their students, there surely will be a much better English speaking environment for learners to be together and improve their own ability because it encourages learning continuously outside the classroom and practising non-stoppingly.
However, this is still too new a method to most language learners and teachers to adopt. On the other hand, the huge amount of work involved can also cause reluctance among teachers who have already had too heavy workload nowadays. Moreover, this new method of offline assessment needs to be applied in a wider range of subjects with larger numbers of participants to ensure and strengthen its outstanding advantages. And as these are just the first steps towards the use of technology in the modernization, globalization and liberation of language learning from the classic motifs, there is still a lot to do and much more technological applications to be employed on the way to the active blending teaching and learning of English. In one word, the ultimate purpose of technology is to ease human life and learning so its uses in language teaching and practising should also be simple and easy for everybody, too.
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