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Abstract

As today’s world becomes a networked society, Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have become powerful
contributors towards the acquisition of a foreign language. The aim of this study is to examine the feasibility of implementing a
technology-based program: the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students’ satisfaction with the program and the perceived
benefits in improving their English skills (speaking, listening, reading, and writing). A one-group, pretest-posttest design was used.
A six-week technology-based program, with 30 min sessions, was implemented once a week. A total sample size of 20 students
enrolled in a one-day advanced EFL course. There was a high satisfaction towards the program (80%) and towards the facilitator
(100%). Fifty percent of participants considered the Hangout sessions as very helpful in developing their speaking skill, 75%
considered them to be very helpful for their listening skill., and 50% reported the Hangout sessions to be somewhat helpful in
developing their reading skill and their writing skill. Even though taking time to work outside of the classroom had its challenges,
the virtual environment led to the collaboration between students, who demonstrated high commitment during the sessions,
allowing their writing, reading, speaking and listening skills to improve.

Keywords: Virtual education; e-learning; Google Hangouts; teaching-learning; English language.

Resumen

A medida que el mundo de hoy se convierte en una sociedad en red, las Tecnologias de la Informacién y la Comunicacién (TIC)
se han convertido en poderosas contribuyentes para la adquisicién de un idioma extranjero. El objetivo de este estudio fue
examinar la factibilidad de implementar un programa basado en la tecnologia: la satisfaccién de los estudiantes del inglés como
lengua extranjera (EFL, por sus siglas en inglés) con el programa y los beneficios percibidos para mejorar sus habilidades en
inglés (hablar, escuchar, leer, escribir). Se utilizé un grupo intervencién con mediciones pretest-postest. Se implementé un
programa de seis semanas basado en la tecnologia, con sesiones de 30 min una vez por semana. Una muestra total de 20
estudiantes fueron inscritos en un curso avanzado de EFL de un dia. Hubo una alta satisfaccién con el programa (80%) y con el
facilitador (100%). E1 50% de los participantes consideraron que las sesiones del Hangout fueron muy utiles para desarrollar su
habilidad de Speaking, el 75% las consideraron muy utiles en su habilidad Listening y el 50% informaron que las sesiones del
Hangout fueron utiles para desarrollar su habilidad de Reading y su habilidad de Writing. Aunque tomarse el tiempo para trabajar
fuera del aula tenia sus desafios, el entorno virtual condujo a la colaboracién entre los estudiantes, quienes demostraron un alto
compromiso durante las sesiones, mejorando sus habilidades de escritura, lectura, conversacién y comprension auditiva.
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Introduction

In the past few decades, Information and Communication Technologies, better known as ICT, have
enabled people to connect with others across the world using telecommunications (Kreps & Kimppa,
2015). These media can vary from the Internet to wireless networks and cellphones (Yifeng, 2015). In
1964, McLuhan (as cited in Scolari, 2015), a media and communication theorist, first used the term
Global Village (also known as world village), the societal, cultural and community effects of
telecommunications, and is often used as a metaphor to describe the Internet and the World Wide Web
(Bobbit, 2011). People suggest that interconnecting cultures can generate opportunities among nations
(Dixon, 2009).

Recent studies have found that ICT have had a massive impact on peoples’ everyday tasks, from
banking to networking (Aguado, Rogel, Gardutfio & Zutiiga, 2008); moreover, they allow people to
acquire their everyday informal education (Da Silva, 2014). In the job market, the World Bank (as cited
by Walsh & Cielisk, 2013) reported that ICT have reduced unemployment rates by creating new jobs
like computer and game designer, and in the retailing world shopping online has become one of the
most enjoyable benefits people have received from the ICT (Gianluca, 2009).

Evidence has shown that the implementation of ICT throughout the school years can aid in
strengthening the skills required by students to join the workforce and society in general (Al-Wreikat,
2011; Voogt, 2012). According to Pefia-Barragan (2017), there are three main advantages of ICT tools
for education. Through ICT, images are used to improve the memory of students, teachers can better
explain complex instructions, and teachers can elaborate interactive lessons, which could improve in
student attendance and enjoyment.

These emerging technologies have become powerful contributors towards the acquisition of a
foreign language (Andrei, 2017). In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching, research findings
have proven that ICT empower students’ learning, motivation, critical thinking skills and their
autonomy in learning (Andrei, 2017; Rahimi & Yadollahi, 2011). Alongside the evolution of innovating
technology are the programs in language teaching that have undergone modifications, enabling new
opportunities to promote the effectiveness of the language teaching (Isisag, 2014).

As today's world becomes a globalized society, the Language Center of the Universidad
Veracruzana, Campus Poza Rica-Tuxpan aims to develop competent English-speaking students by the
end of their English courses, allowing them to not only enrich their professional development but also
their personal growth. The Language Center (LC) offers nine levels of EFL courses, each lasting a
semester, divided into three basic levels, three intermediate levels, and three advanced levels. The LC
is aware that it can be overwhelming for students to try and fit in an English course during a busy
working, school week. In order to accommodate to students’ needs, the LC offers diverse schedules,
including Fridays from 16:00 h to 21:00 h and Saturdays from 9:00 h to 14:00 h. Such schedules enable
students to be in a classroom setting only once a week.

Even though these types of schedules are beneficial to their necessities, practicing their English
skills in their everyday life can be overlooked and therefore make the learning of the language less
successful. This can become a burden for the student when he/she realizes that they are not producing
the language as they would like to, due to the lack of contact with it. This issue raised questions on
how teachers can take suitable approaches in order to provide language learning outside of the
classroom setting integrating ICT. Google Hangout (video chat application) was taken up as a pilot
project by a group of intermediate EFL students to harness the outside-class learning. The project
integrated other ICT such as Facebook (online social network service), YouTube (video-sharing
website), Google Drive (file storage and synchronizatioh), and the Web to turn students into producers
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of online content and created collaborative learning while giving them the chance to practice their
four English skills.

Aim

To examine the feasibility of implementing a technology-based program: the EFL students’
satisfaction with the program and the perceived benefits in improving their English skills (Speaking,
Listening, Reading, and Writing).

Method
Design

A one-group pretest-posttest design was used. This design is considered appropriate for pilot studies
(Whitehead, Julious, Cooper & Campbell, 2015), with special focus on the feasibility of the program.

Setting and sample size

The target population was EFL students. Well-defined eligibility criteria were predetermined in order
to increase the representativeness of the sample. The inclusion criteria were students who were
enrolled in a one-day EFL course at the LC of the Universidad Veracruzana (UV), Campus Poza Rica-
Tuxpan, Veracruz, Mexico. Possibly suitable participants were recruited with an open-invitation,
where they decided to participate or not under informed consent. A total of 20 EFL students agreed to
take part in this study; this sample size was adequate according to pilot study designs.

Intervention

This technology-based program aimed to improve the development of the four English skills
(speaking, listening, writing, and reading) in EFL students. The program was given once a week for six
weeks with 30 min sessions. A professional EFL professor who had previous training with the
implementation of technology-based programs designed and delivered the program. The program
was delivered in an online based setting (Google Hangout App). Each Hangout session was planned
and implemented as followed:

First a Facebook group was created in order to post the material required for each Hangout session.

Once the Facebook group was up and running, the material required for each Hangout session, such
as links to online information, was posted every Saturday evening along with the instructions.

Every Wednesday evening at 9:30 pm the professor logged into his Gmail account and started a new
Hangout session, where a link to join the session was given by the system. The link to the new session
was then copied and pasted on the Facebook group, so the students could automatically join the
session.

The Hangout sessions started at 9:30 pm and lasted 30 min average.

During the Hangout sessions, every student was given the chance to express their opinion about the
material given.
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Feasibility criteria and measures

Satisfaction

The satisfaction of the program was considered as the participants’ point of view towards the program
and the facilitator. An anonymous survey was administered face to face at the posttest by one of the
co-authors of this study. The Satisfaction with Therapy and Therapist Scale of 12 items was
administered; subscale 1, satisfaction with the Therapy of six items, with an internal consistency of
0.90, using the Cronbach'’s Alpha coefficient; and subscale 2, satisfaction with Therapist of six items,
with and internal consistency of 0.89, using the Cronbach's Alpha coefficient (Oei & Green, 2008).

Preliminary effects

The program'’s preliminary effects were measured using an anonymous survey developed for this
study and was administered before and after the program by one of the co-authors of this study. It
included two sections; the first section asked for sociodemographic data and their contact with
technology gadgets and online applications, and the second section included a four-item
questionnaire regarding the way the program helped them develop their English skills. The
questionnaire was developed by the researchers of this study, and it obtained an internal consistency
of 0.60 with the Cronbach's Alpha coefficient.

Data analisis

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) programs, version 22.0 for Mac OX, was used for the
statistical analysis and content analysis for the open-ended questions. The preliminary effects and the
satisfaction were measured using frequencies, percentages and measurements of central tendency.

Ethics

The study was designed following the Diario Oficial de la Federacion (DOF, 2013). The information was
handled as anonymous, and an informed consent was given to the participants, where it was stated
that they could opt not to participate if they wished to or not and/or abandon the study at any time.

RESULTS
Enrollment

Of the 30 students who were eligible to take part in the program, 20 consented to participate. The 10
students who did not accept to participate in the study declared not having time during the week for
this program. Of the 20 participants, 16 completed the six sessions and were included in the data
analysis.

Participant characteristics

On average, the students’ ages ranged from 17 years to 21 years old and most were women (60%).
Regarding the number of participants who had at least one gadget, 100% reported to either have a
desktop computer, a laptop, a smartphone or a tablet. Seventy five percent of the students reported to
have internet connection at home.
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Participants contact with technology

As to whether the participants had used the application Google Hangouts prior the study, 13% reported
to have used it before, but 75% reported to have used other types of video-chat applications. Thirty
eight percent of the participants used a computer for the Hangout sessions, 31% used a tablet and 25%
used a smart phone. Sixty nine percent of the students stated to have practiced their English skills
outside the classroom less than one hour per week, prior the Hangout sessions, and 63% reported to
have increased that amount of time to more than two hours a week during the sessions.

Satisfaction

As reported by participants, there was a high satisfaction towards the program (80%), and a high
satisfaction towards the facilitator (100%). When assessing the reasons behind the satisfaction with the
programs, the participants responded “some of the topics were not of my interest” and “some of topics
were a bit sensible”.

Preliminary effects

As for the preliminary effects, 50% of participants considered the Hangout sessions as very helpful in
developing their speaking skill, while 75% contemplated them to be very helpful for their listening skill.
Similarly, 50% of the participants reported the Hangout sessions to be somewhat helpful in developing
their reading skill and 50% also thought the sessions were somewhat helpful for their writing skill (table
1).

Table 1. Development of English skills

English skill Very Helpful Somewhat Fairly Helpful Unhelpful
nglish skills ery Helpfu airly Helpfu nhelpfu
g y Help Helpful y Help p
f f f
fr % % % %
r r r
Speaking 8 50 6 38 2 12 - -
Reading 5 31 8 50 3 19 - -
Writing 3 19 8 50 5 31 - -
Listening 12 75 3 19 1 6 - -

n=16
Source: Evaluation: Google-Hangout survey (Fernandez, 2016).

DISCUSSION

This pilot study reports the value of outdoor learning as supported by other research, where
they indicate education outside the classroom is of significant benefit to the EFL student (Cox, Calder,
Fien & Ryan, 2015; House of Commons Education and Skills Committee, 2005). Additionally, group
activities give self-confidence to students, while allowing the development of their personal and social
education.

Even though taking time to work outside of the classroom has its challenges, as evidenced by
research (Makel, Li, Putallaz & Wai, 2011), the virtual egwironment and the use of this tool led to the
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collaboration between students, who demonstrated a high satisfaction with the program and the
facilitator, allowing their writing, reading, speaking, and listening skills to improve. In addition,
research has suggested that students can use different approaches using technology to improve their
learning skills outside the classroom (Basheer-Nomass, 2013; Sayer & Ban, 2014), as evidenced by this
study.

Furthermore, the use of Google Hangouts as an educational tool meant that the teacher and
students devoted time and effort to the organization and coordination of sessions and improves their
skills in the use of technology and technological tools. Nonetheless, the implementation of Hangout
sessions outside the classroom can be time consuming for both the teacher and the students; internet
availability and connectivity can also be a hassle at times, as supported by evidence (Haythornthwaite,
2005).

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this paper was to examine the feasibility of implementing a technology-based
program: the EFL students’ satisfaction with the program and the perceived benefits in improving their
English skills (speaking, listening, reading, and writing). Overall, this pilot study allows EFL
professionals to have an overview of how online programs can contribute to language learning. The
authors of this work conclude that this study is worth further development in a larger study to
determine its efficacy.
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