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This research looks at the use of PowerPoint as an instructional tool for 

teaching English language learners (ELL) who studied in a language program at a state 

university in the Pacific Northwest. The purpose of the research was to discover and to 

explore the perceptions of PowerPoint supported teaching and learning that were held 

by the students, the instructors, and the student researcher.  

PowerPoint is one of the most commonly used technologies in classrooms, and 

its projection on screens has become a fundamental part of many students’ daily 

routine. The basic design of this research study is based on Stringer’s (2004) action 

research model, which operates on a repeated circle of reflecting, planning, acting and 

observing.  

This action research was generated by all participants, guided by instructors, 

and monitored by the planned objectives of the study’s outcomes. A constructivist 

approach was used to understand the process of teaching and learning with 

PowerPoint, and feedback (questionnaires, interviews, and personal communications) 



 
 

 
 

was collected from the students in order to help instructors and the student researcher 

to determine the students’ needs.  

There are four main sets of data in this study—data from students’ 

questionnaires, from students’ interviews, from instructors’ interviews, and from the 

student researcher’s classroom observations. Students were given questionnaires at the 

ends of weeks two to ten, and two students from each class were selected to be 

interviewed. Instructors were interviewed both at the beginning and at the end of the 

term. The student researcher observed all classes starting week two, and wrote notes 

which were included as part of the data.  
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Chapter 1-Introduction 

Purpose  

            The purpose of this action research is to understand English language learners 

(ELL) and ELL instructors’ perceptions of PowerPoint use in English classes that 

prepare students for university education in America. Since PowerPoint is one of the 

most frequently used and most controversial presentation software programs in 

university classrooms, this research aims to improve the design and the use of 

PowerPoint slides in ELL classes based on ELL students’ and instructors’ feedback as 

well as the student researcher’s classroom observations. The focus of the research is to 

understand the needs from ELL instructors and students, and to explore the potential 

of PowerPoint use and apply the similar philosophy into the design and use of other 

types of visual aids.       

Since 40 to 50 years ago, when governments in developed countries started to 

recognize and respond to the public pressure of having access to higher education, the 

size of educational institutions has expanded and a mass system of higher education 

has been created (Bates & Poole, 2003). As one of the developed countries, the 

classroom culture in the United States has also changed a tremendous amount due to 

the increased enrollment rate and population, changes of educational policies, the 

economy, influence of other cultures, as well as the development of teaching strategies 

and the changes of instructional tools. Palloff and Pratt (as cited in Cramer, Collins, 

Snider, & Fawcett, 2006) claimed that in higher education, it has become the norm 

that instructors use technologies in classrooms in order to attract students’ attention 
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and stimulate their interests. PowerPoint, however, being one of the most commonly 

and widely used instructional tools, has taken its praises as well as criticisms in the 

past 10 years. Despite the debate of whether or not teachers should use presentation 

software, PowerPoint still maintains its popularity in higher education. Not only 

instructors, but very often students are assigned to give “PowerPoint presentations.” 

Presentation software has grown to be part of the classroom culture, and this culture 

has been accepted as the “default culture” although the effectiveness of its use is still 

in debate.   

Research Questions 

With the growing number of international students in American universities, 

how to prepare these students linguistically and socially has become one of the major 

concerns to ELL instructors and well as university admissions. Many universities in 

the United States have developed English language programs to help ELL 

international students successfully accomplish the transition.  

The research was conducted at one of the largest state universities in the 

Pacific Northwest where the population of international ELL students has grown a 

tremendous amount in the past few years. How to prepare these students for the 

university’s classes has become one of the main focuses of the language institute at the 

university. The process of preparation is not only focused on students’ language 

proficiency level, but is also designed to introduce students to the methods that many 

professors use in America. Since PowerPoint is one of the major tools that are used in 

university lectures, it is important for ELL students to experience learning with 
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PowerPoint, and it is also important for university professors to understand what ELL 

students have seen as effective PowerPoint use in classes.  

The following research questions will be addressed in this study:  

1. What are the experiences and perceptions of ELL students and instructors 

regarding PowerPoint use in ELL classes?  

2. What are preferred PowerPoint styles of the ELL students and instructors? 

3. What factors affect the effectiveness of PowerPoint use in ELL classrooms?  

4. What factors need to be taken into consideration when designing 

PowerPoint slides?  

5. What are the recommendations for ELL instructors? 

Problem Statement 

PowerPoint issues in higher education. 

 PowerPoint, widely known as the presentation software produced by 

Microsoft, has been used extensively in classes, conferences, and business 

presentations.  Most PowerPoint users are familiar with the default settings in 

PowerPoint, which are text- and bullet point-based. However, it is important to 

recognize the significant role of PowerPoint users—it is the users who add unique 

characteristics to PowerPoint slides, and PowerPoint slides can be created with 

different styles. The default settings provided in PowerPoint are not the only way to 

design a PowerPoint slide. The use of PowerPoint has generated the discussion and 

criticism of its possible effectiveness and ineffectiveness in education. For example, 

D’Angelo and Woosley (2007) listed the two major criticisms of PowerPoint use in 
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classrooms: (a) it either fails to impart to students the information that is required in 

class, or (b) it leads to the loss of student-centered interaction in classroom instruction. 

Tufte (2003), a professor and graphic designer at Yale, stated that there is no other 

metaphor worse than the “evil PowerPoint” although it is now everywhere in 

corporate America and in schools. Tufte saw the use of PowerPoint as promoting 

format more than content, and formulating “client pitches and infomercials” as what 

students learn from these presentations in schools (para. 4).  

The criticisms of PowerPoint are generated from the issues of PowerPoint use 

in classrooms, and they can be categorized into five main categories.   

Read out loud. 

Tufte’s (2003) criticism of PowerPoint has its support from various research 

studies. Slykhuis, Wiebe and Annetta (2005) found that usually in undergraduate 

classes, PowerPoint was used in two ways: (a) the instructor provides an audio 

narrative to match the information on PowerPoint slides—they read the slides; or (b) 

students have access to the internet to get a video of the instructor lecturing in a 

synchronous situation. However, if the instructor’s job is to provide an audio narrative 

to match the information on the slides, there would be no difference between the two 

delivery methods since the synchronous situation loses its value when interactions 

between teacher and students are missing. 

The findings of Slykhuis et al. (2005) could be verified by some other research 

studies. Maxwell (2007) reported that in 2004, the Education Center for Applied 

Research found many professors read the PowerPoint slides that were crammed with 
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text; and yet the “read out loud” method was found to be the most dislikable feature of 

PowerPoint lectures by the general audience in 2005.  

Although the “read out loud” method is not favored by the audience, teachers 

who use this strategy have their beliefs and understandings of the effectiveness of this 

method. Maxwell (2007) gave an example of one of his colleagues who used the “read 

out loud” strategy believing that by reading the bullet points, hearing the instructions, 

and receiving a summary at the end of the lecture, students would be more likely to 

remember something in the end. Working as an educational trainer/developer at a state 

university, I have also noticed a very common belief among faculty that PowerPoint is 

seen as a “note pad;” they use bullet points on the slides as the lecture notes to 

themselves and also for students as the audience, and they believe students will have 

better study outcomes by reading the slides and hearing instructions. In some 

situations, unfortunately, PowerPoint is even used as a larger version of textbooks or a 

written form of teachers’ instructions; thus students read and copy texts on the slides, 

and they have limited attention to their instructors.  

The “read out loud” type of instruction has been suggested as ineffective in 

two different ways: (a) the study by Johnstone and Percival (as cited in Maxwell, 2007) 

found that “student concentration consistently flags around twenty minutes into a 

lecture” (p. 42); therefore not all information is taken in during the whole lecture if 

information is delivered in a continuous “read out loud” form; (b) multimedia learning 

means “learning from words and pictures” (Mayer, 2001, p. 3), and Mayer suggested 
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both written text and speech belong to the category of words; thus PowerPoint loses its 

value of being a multimedia tool when the text is read by the instructor.   

Mayer (2005) explained his theory of information processing in a visual form as 

illustrated in Figure 1.1 
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Figure 1.1 

Information Processing Channels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retrieved from The Cambridge Handbook of Multimedia Learning, by R. E. Mayer, 2005, p. 43. 
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If we tag the upper level of boxes as “words”-“a1”, “ears”-“a2”, “sounds”-“a3”, 

“verbal model”-“a4”, and the lower level of boxes as “pictures”-“b1”, “eyes”-“b2”, 

“images”-“b3”, pictorial model“-b4”, written text is processed through “a1”-“b2”-

“b3”-“a3”-“a4” as shown in Figure 1.2, while spoken words are processed through 

“a1”-“a2”-“a3”-“a4” as shown in the same figure. This means if instructors put words 

on the PowerPoint screen while repeating them in an oral form, students only receive 

one form of information which does not improve the process of understanding and 

integrating new knowledge. In addition, many instructors believe that the pace of slide 

shows indicates the pace of the lecturer, thus hypothetically students are always with 

the instructor, and every student receives an equal amount and form of information. 

However, this creates a sense of industrialized classroom culture which does not 

support the nature of knowledge learning and acquisition. 



8 
 

Figure 1.2 

Written and Verbal Information Travel Paths 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. When information is presented in an oral form, it follows the path of “words-ears-sounds-verbal model” as indicated 

with triangles in the figure; When information is presented in a written form, it follows the path of “words-eyes-images-

sounds-verbal form” as indicated with the sun-shapes in the figure.   
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Mixed findings. 

A few studies have been done in different countries regarding the relationship 

of PowerPoint supported instruction and outcome-based performance, and the findings 

were mixed (James, Burke & Hutchins, 2006). PowerPoint use in higher education has 

different impacts on students’ cognitive recall, classroom interaction, and classroom 

behaviors as described in the following studies.  

D’Angelo and Woosley (2007) reported that students do not always consider 

technology benefits their learning. The statistics also suggested that students claimed 

that “their ability to learn was increased in courses that used modern teaching methods 

(PowerPoint and videos/programs) to a greater extent than in courses that employed 

traditional teaching methods (chalkboard and overhead projectors)” (p. 467); and yet 

students also indicated that traditional teaching styles seem to be more helpful than 

techno styles in improving their learning. James et al. (2006) approached the similar 

topic from a slightly different angle—they compared different understandings of 

PowerPoint use from the perspectives of both teachers and students, and they 

discovered the mismatches of the understandings. James et al. reported that “faculty 

members’ overall perception of the value of PPT in terms of its impact on learning and 

classroom interaction is significantly higher than the value perceived by students” (p. 

388).  The result of the two research studies, James et al. and D’Angelo and Woosley, 

indicated that PowerPoint supported communication has different meanings and goals 

to the teachers and students; thus the students’ learning outcome may or may not meet 

the teachers’ expectations.   
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In the research by Smith and Woodly (as cited in Hardin, 2007), they 

discovered visual learners had received better exam scores in multimedia classes. 

However, DeBord, Aruguete, and Muhlig (as cited in Hardin) did not find any 

differences in final exam scores between students who were taught by using 

PowerPoint and students who were taught by using overhead projectors, although they 

did report some students seem to benefit from the use of visual aids. As Craig and 

Amernic (2006) stated, it is very likely that PowerPoint only improves the professors’ 

modernization in class without having a significant improvement in students’ learning, 

and “a majority of studies shows that use of PowerPoint is not associated with a 

significant improvement in students’ grades” (p. 150).  

Hardin (2007) used a bigger population of students who were enrolled in 

psychology classes to test whether or not PowerPoint is a favorable tool in higher 

education that leads to better learning outcomes. The data from this quantitative 

research suggested that PowerPoint has no significant impact on affecting students’ 

interest in the subject area. He stated that “PowerPoint had no effect on how much 

students liked their introductory psychology course, their interest in psychology, 

intentions to take additional psychology courses, or objective or perceived learning” (p. 

55). Hardin also discovered that one of the instructors stood out as a better instructor 

than any others regardless of whether or not PowerPoint was used. He suggested that 

“students learn from the instructor, not the technology” (p. 56).      

Clark (2008), a recipient of the Vice-Chancellor’s Award for Excellence in 

Teaching and a national Carrick Citation for Outstanding Contributions to Student 



11 
 

 
 

Learning, pointed out that educators were still at a beginning level of discovering the 

use of technology in classrooms, and they were just discovering the potential 

educational value of PowerPoint. She used a survey with a group of university 

students in Australia to look for the relationship between the uses of presentation 

software (PowerPoint in this particular study) and the maintenance of students’ 

interests. She discovered that students appreciated PowerPoint only when it was 

designed with multiple elements to hold their interests in class. Students also evaluated 

the success of a class based on the instructor’s ability of using PowerPoint to meet the 

objectives of the lesson, other than seeing PowerPoint as a tool to support the 

lecturer’s instruction.  

Clark (2008) concluded that PowerPoint was a tool that helped hold students’ 

interests with its support of movements, changes, colors, and fonts. On the other hand, 

she discovered from her research that students noted that the reasons they liked 

PowerPoint was because of the variety of design of the slides to keep them interested 

and focused, but the teachers’ ability of using PowerPoint was still critical in meeting 

teaching and learning objectives. Clark claimed that PowerPoint can help students 

maintain their interest if it is used right, although she did not discuss whether or not 

PowerPoint can generate students’ interests. Kozub’s (2010) research study on the 

effectiveness of supplemental PowerPoint also suggested that little evidence could 

show the on-line PowerPoint resources influenced students’ grades significantly. 

These findings again supported Hardin’s (2007) discovery in his research—students 

learn from the teachers, not the technology. I also consider “students learn from 
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teachers but not the technology” to be one of the reasons D’Angelo and Woosley 

(2007) had mixed findings in their research study.     

Misunderstandings and misuses. 

In real classroom settings, especially in large classes, oftentimes students are 

learning from the technology, but not the instructor. Klemm (2007), a professor of 

neuroscience and veterinary integrative biosciences, claimed that he and many of his 

colleagues have fallen into the “trap” of PowerPoint which leads to the “lecture mode” 

of the teachers and the “entertain-me mode” of the students, which eventually decrease 

the content interaction (p. 122).   

Some instructors believe that technology helps to draw students’ attention. For 

example, Collette (2000) considered PowerPoint to be the tool to “spice up” classroom 

teaching and learning (para. 2). This idea is based on his observation of students 

having no trouble playing games at home but having a hard time concentrating in class. 

Collette considered teaching to be a battle between classroom instruction and 

computer games, and PowerPoint provides the similar features of games such as 

animations and colors. However, as Clark (2008) stated, PowerPoint is a tool for 

information delivery, and “it is important that the variety students identified as being 

so integral in maintaining their attention is pedagogically directed” (p. 43).       

 Slykhuis, Wiebe and Annetta (2005) studied how students attended to 

photographs by using an ASL Model 501 Eye-Tracker to track their eyes to gather 

information on how attention was allocated when multiple forms of information were 

presented. They discovered photographs that were only for decoration purposes did 
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not support students’ learning because the interplay between photographs and text was 

missing. They argued that “students obtain higher level learning from well-designed 

multimedia presentations than from tradition verbal or text only presentations” (p. 

511). This means not all PowerPoint slides are effective in the classroom, and it 

depends on how the presentation and the slides are designed, and how information is 

delivered.   

Adams (2006) used the term “habits of mind” to describe the situation of 

teachers following PowerPoint’s structures and developing their teaching around the 

“invitations” from PowerPoint but not using PowerPoint as a tool to support their 

thought (p. 394). Teachers follow the organization provided by PowerPoint and 

gradually develop a thinking habit that they associate with the default organization 

pattern of PowerPoint. Students see PowerPoint as a reflection of the teacher’s mind, 

and they conclude that things may not be important if they are not on the slides.      

In recent years, many negative voices have been expressed regarding to this 

default type of PowerPoint use because of the lack of communication between 

teachers and students, even if PowerPoint is used in real classroom settings—teachers 

look at the screen and read the slides out loud and students take notes from copying 

the text from the slides. Sweller (as cited in Reynolds, 2008) argued that PowerPoint 

should be ditched to stop the disaster it had caused. Craig and Amernic (2006) said 

that: 

whether a PowerPoint presenter is the centre of attention or more of a 

stagehand will be a function of the communication ability of the 

presenter. Good presenters will most likely still be the centre of 

attention, using PowerPoint appropriately as a valuable 
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communication aid to buttress their rhetoric. Poor presenters, such as 

nervous freshman students making their first assessable class 

presentation, will most likely be stagehands, with PowerPoint used as 

a dominating prop and their visual presence barely discernible. (p. 5)  

 

Although Craig and Amernic (2006) used freshmen as an example of poor 

presenters, inexperienced presenters are not only freshmen students who are making 

their first presentations. University faculty may also lack experience using PowerPoint 

as evidenced by the many universities that offer workshops for faculty in order to help 

them develop better technology-based teaching materials to enhance the valuable 

communication between teachers and students. Adams (2007) argued that PowerPoint, 

along with some other classroom technologies, co-shape educational realities in many 

different ways. According to K. Moon (personal communication, January 18, 2010), 

an ESL instructor from the language program, PowerPoint’s default settings do not 

always reflect the teacher’s mind; yet many teachers choose default slide templates, 

either because they do not know about other choices, or they want to save time. 

Klemm (2007) also noted that despite the positive features of PowerPoint such as 

attractive fonts and animations, oftentimes PowerPoint slide shows could trap teachers 

into bad teaching such as getting them into a lecture mode and lowering the quality of 

information being presented on the slide. 

Remaining arguments.  

Tufte (as cited in Hayes-Bohanan, 2004) delivered his presentation “Presenting 

Data and Information” on March 9, 2000 in Boston, in which he listed “avoid 

PowerPoint” as a tip for giving better presentations (para. 6). Later based on Tufte’s 

speech, Hayes-Bohanan wrote the article “How to give better presentations” to help 
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students and professors produce better presentations. However, Hayes-Bohanan stated 

that he was still struggling with Tufte’s idea of avoiding PowerPoint when his article 

“How to give better presentations” was written.  

Hayes-Bohanan (2004) was not alone. Mayer (as cited in Atkinson, 2004), one 

of the main leaders in the field of multimedia learning, stated in an interview at 

Sociable Media that PowerPoint is an effective medium when it is designed effectively. 

Norman (as cited in Atkinson), the author of the classic “The design of everyday 

things,” argued in the interview that Tufte had completly missed the point in his 

famous essay “The cognitive style of PowerPoint” because he was only criticizing the 

symptom of the misuse of PowerPoint.  

Issues in ELL classrooms. 

Freeman and Freeman (2001) divided second language learning research 

studies into three categories: (a) research from the psycholinguistic perspective; (b) the 

sociolinguistic perspective; and (c) the neurolinguistic perspective.  Psycholinguists 

look at second language acquisition using the sciences of linguistics and psychology. 

They examine learners’ versions of English as they acquire the language under the 

implicit belief that the second language learners’ English is different from Native 

speakers with its own rules and logic. Sociolinguists emphasize second language 

learners’ social and cultural environment in order to determine factors that affect their 

language learning process; neurolinguistics is a relatively new field that focuses on the 

development of the human brain—neurologists are concerned with the physical 
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manifestations of language as it is localized in the brain, how the brain changes as 

language is learned, and the impact of age on acquisition and learning.   

In ELL classrooms, teachers are mostly “psycholinguists” and “sociolinguists.” 

They deal with second language learners’ existing English and try to develop their 

language skills by interacting and communicating with them within the classroom 

culture.  However, with the growing number of students in ELL classrooms, teachers 

start to lose the one-on-one communication time in class. In English-speaking 

countries such as the United States, ELL curriculum designers have created 

technology-driven instruction in order to reach more ethnic groups in a cost effective 

way (Ibarz & Webb, 2007). This situation not only applies to online instruction, but 

also to larger class size situations. According to Ajavi (2008): 

While sociocultural views have alerted teachers to the need to take into 

consideration their students' background experiences in choosing 

pedagogical approaches and materials, the constraints they face in 

translating theory into classroom practice have received little attention 

in academic discussions. (p. 640) 

 

In addition, in some ELL Institutes and programs in the United States, there are 

certain curricula adopted to help international students pass one of the standard 

English language tests (such as IELTS and TOEFL, see Appendix A) in order to 

qualify to be enrolled in academic programs at universities. A concern has been raised 

regarding the language minority students’ sociolcultural adjustment in the host country 

(Ibarz & Webb, 2007).  Students’ different cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

sometimes prevents them from accepting what is being taught in the classrooms in the 
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host country, especially when teachers are not consciously making efforts to help the 

students overcome the challenges.  

One case study (Lindsey-Glenn & Gentry, 2008) discovered that technology 

had a very positive impact on an ELL student’s language development, but it was a 

one-on-one situation and the materials were designed especially for the one student. In 

traditional classroom settings, most ELL teachers have found that some students 

achieve higher English language proficiency while some do not do as well due to the 

different levels of motivation students have (Kim, 2009). If ELL classes are not 

interesting enough for the students or they do not feel being appreciated, it is less 

likely for the teachers to motivate those students who already lack motivation.       

Importance of the issues. 

Despite the debates of PowerPoint use in the world of academia, in the year 

2002, more than 400 million copies of PowerPoint were used all over the world, and 

millions of PowerPoint presentations were given every day (Craig & Amernic, 2006). 

As PowerPoint lectures have become the default lecture style in higher education, 

there are more and more voices questioning this default setting, and the argument 

reached its peak in the first decade of the 21
st
 century. During the decade of 2000-

2010, the main criticism of presentation software in classrooms is mostly around the 

disconnection of teachers and students, the missing communications in classrooms, 

and the boring nature of today’s lectures.  

The effective use of educational technology is created by the guidance of 

research-based theories of how students learn (Mayer & Moreno, n.d.). As the 
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argument of PowerPoint effectiveness is being carried on in the theoretical level, 

practitioners and researchers have started to look into the actual impact that 

PowerPoint has on students and teachers in classrooms.  

 Jaschik (2009), a communication professor from North Carolina's Nash 

Community College, commented that he and his colleagues were not optimistic about 

how the ubiquitous technology was used. However, instead of advocating for 

restriction of the technology—PowerPoint particularly, Jaschik referred to Muir, a 

faculty member at George Mason University who served as a “PowerPoint mentor.” 

Muir (as cited in Jashik) proposed that the goal of rethinking the use of PowerPoint in 

class was not to discourage PowerPoint use, but to put our energy on how to use it 

well. Many researchers who have criticisms toward PowerPoint also believe this to be 

true. For example, despite the critiques Adams (2006) shared in her article 

“PowerPoint, habits of mind, and classroom culture”, she (2007) rejoined Vallance 

and Towndrow (2007) for the idea of “informed use” of PowerPoint to advocate that it 

is possible for a thoughtful teacher to generate a meaningful dialogue by making the 

best use of PowerPoint’s features. A good presenter not only knows how to use 

PowerPoint as an instructional tool, but is also able to step out of the slides and carry a 

conversation or presentation independently without losing the attention from the 

audience.  Craig and Amernic (2006) also commented that “good presenters will most 

likely still be the centre of attention, using PowerPoint appropriately as a valuable 

communication aid to buttress their rhetoric” (p.5).  
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Although many educators have come to understand and support this idea, their 

practical knowledge of how to use PowerPoint in class is still limited. Maxwell (2007) 

commented that based on observations in higher education, the university guidelines 

for PowerPoint design seemed to be more effective with Information Technology (IT) 

instructors, but not instructors from the humanities. Behr (as cited in Bligh, 2000) 

concluded the percentage of tendencies toward different lecture styles in different 

disciplines, and arts and languages has the highest percentage of structured presenters 

(61 %) and the lowest visual presenters (10 %) among all subject disciplines. In ELL 

classrooms, students are using their non-native language to learn the non-native 

language, thus students are very likely to be overwhelmed by the massive information 

presented by the instructors if there is no other form of support, such as visual aids.    

According to previous research studies that I mentioned in the last section, 

among the instructors who use visual aids in classrooms, many of them do not use it 

well. Many times PowerPoint is used as a colorful note pad with animations to attract 

students’ attention.  As instructors acknowledge fun and interest are important in the 

process of any type of learning, the goal of higher education is not to provide 

entertainment. If students do not go beyond a shallow understanding of interest in 

learning, and if the technology does not support them with the actual learning process 

and to meet the objectives of the class, PowerPoint would be no longer valuable in 

college classrooms. As Adams (2006) argued that “a thing does not exist in a 

meaningful sense until it is signified, that is, an object has no significance until it is 
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pointed out, at, or to” (p. 398), a PowerPoint slide with multiple colors, fonts, or 

animations does not contain meaning unless the presenter provides meanings to it.  

The essential purpose of using PowerPoint in classrooms is to help students 

receive information and construct knowledge. However it is students’ interests and the 

variety of lecture format that maintain and enhance active interactions between 

teachers and students (Clark, 2008). The over-simplified use of different colors and 

fonts without understanding the pedagogical value they would provide at a cognitive 

level will lead to a boring class—students get bored quickly and the changes of colors 

and fonts and even animations will not be fun and interesting any more. Many of the 

PowerPoint presentations used in our classrooms now are essentially “bullet point” 

and text based, sometimes with “decorations.” This keeps the students’ attention for a 

certain amount of time, but it does not enhance the communication and interaction 

between teachers and students; instead a linear form of lectures is created. PowerPoint 

presentations in this form are frequently seen in college classrooms, and Reynolds 

(2008) argued that “the ‘traditional way’ of doing presentations with slides full of 

bulleted lists has been going on for so long it is in a sense part of corporate culture. It 

is simply ‘the way things are done’” (p. 130). But the way needs to be changed.   

The university classroom is not a place for the show of technology, but a place 

where learning occurs and intelligence grows. The reason technology is put into use is 

because teachers, administrators, and curriculum designers believe technology serves 

education. If the misuse of technology changes our classroom culture from interactive 

to passive, from student-centered to teacher-centered, from learning to watching and 



21 
 

 
 

memorizing, then technology has lost its value in the field of education. As Stefanou, 

Hoffman and Vielee (2008) suggested, “the act of knowledge construction is at the 

heart of meaningful learning, and meaningful learning is the goal of instructors’ efforts 

to engage students in the process of learning” (p. 14). As a result, the key to effective 

teaching and active learning falls back to the instructors, and PowerPoint should be an 

instructional tool that teachers use to support the teaching activity without letting the 

tool take control of the classroom. But the lack of classroom technology and pedagogy 

orientations in higher education does not help instructors to reach a high 

consciousness level of thinking critically about how to use technology in classrooms 

effectively.  

As Craig and Amernic (2006) used college freshmen’s PowerPoint 

presentations as the representation of the bad use of presentation software, we also 

need to acknowledge that the teachers of these students have been role models of their 

presentations. University teachers are not only teaching the content of knowledge, but 

also influencing students’ understanding and vision of public speaking. Although how 

to produce good PowerPoint presentations has been addressed and studied in some of 

the courses in higher education, most times the focus has been put into business 

classes. Research studies on presentation software use have been done in the field of 

business presentations including business class lectures, but very few research studies 

have been found in ELL classrooms. Also, there are no research-based PowerPoint 

design guidelines for ELL instructors in higher education.    
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In my communication with ELL instructors, I started to understand a common 

fear that they share—the fear of losing control in class, especially in a class involving 

multiple cultures. PowerPoint gives ELL instructors a sense of control, by providing 

the sense of seriousness and authority, tracking students’ attention and keeping them 

busy with note taking.  

Teachers also tend to teach the way they were taught, although the student 

population and classroom culture have changed much in the last few decades. As 

Wheatly (2006) explained, “Knowledge grows inside relationships, from ongoing 

circles of exchange where information is not just accumulated by individuals, but is 

willingly shared” (p. 105). This research is not only carried by me as a researcher, but 

it is generated by all of the participants who will contribute their knowledge to the 

study. The research will deliver the information in its circles of exchange to 

administrators and curriculum designers who are the leaders of our classroom culture. 

However, changes are not made based on who is at the top of the hierarchical order; or 

as Wheatley suggested, “order is never imposed from the top down or from the outside 

in. Order emerges as elements of the system work together, discovering each other and 

together inventing new capacities” (p. 111). Teachers, students, administrators and 

curriculum designers are the elements of the system; what is happening in our 

classrooms needs to be seen and discussed, and this is the primary condition of any 

change.    

In ELL programs particularly, students are coming from different countries 

with different cultural backgrounds. Students, especially International students have 
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different needs; thus, using industrialized PowerPoint and the “one size fits all” 

approach is not effective and will not work with this group of students (Bartolome, 

1994).  However, the “one size fits all” approach appears to be adopted by some 

instructors whose students are required to pass high-stakes language tests. Though not 

all ELLs are in this position, many need to pass a certain type of standard language 

test, such as the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS) in order to be qualified to be enrolled in 

academic programs at universities; thus, some instructors try to match PowerPoint 

with the common goal of providing knowledge or facts for massive use. But sharing a 

common goal does not mean students approach class objectives the exact same way. 

As a result, the PowerPoint slides that ELL instructors use in class should support 

classroom communication on an individual basis. Bartolome (1994) summarized these 

points with the following statement: “The informed way in which a teacher 

implements a method can serve to offset potentially unequal relations and 

discriminatory structures and practices in the classroom and, in doing so, improve the 

quality of the instructional process for both students and teacher” (p. 340).  

Wheatley (2006) advised that “in a fractal world, if we ignore qualitative 

factors and focus on quantitative measures, we doom ourselves only to frustration” (p. 

125). Following this advice, ELL programs should not serve as the media of 

translating the abstract form of students’ English proficiency into obvious numbers, 

but to look at what students need and how ELL teachers can help these students to 
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achieve their goals. ELL instructors and educators need to understand and explore the 

visual language, which Horn (1998) suggested will be a boon to education.  
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Chapter 2-Literature Review 

Introduction 

The debate around PowerPoint use in higher education developed along with 

the growth in popularity of the application. I found the most commonly expressed 

perspective in the literature from the late 1990s and early 2000s had the tendency to 

advocate the use of PowerPoint in classrooms although there were not enough 

research studies to support the effectiveness of PowerPoint use in education. Starting 

in 2003, voices from the opposite side started to rise when some teachers, practitioners, 

and researchers discovered the ineffectiveness of PowerPoint use based on both 

qualitative and quantitative research studies. The criticisms appeared to have reached 

their peak in 2006-2008, as the massive ineffectiveness of PowerPoint use in 

classrooms was discovered and reported. Educators and researchers finally started to 

discuss how to use presentation software such as PowerPoint to support teaching, 

learning, and communication. The discussion of the effectiveness and ineffectiveness 

of presentation software is still ongoing, and the question of how PowerPoint might or 

should be used differently in various disciplines has not been studied. 

The Gaps in the Literature 

In my experience working with faculty and staff in designing their PowerPoint 

presentations for both teaching and conference presentation purposes, and after seeing 

multiple types of PowerPoint slides and presentation styles that go with the slide 

design, I started to see the complexity of evaluating a PowerPoint slide. The 

conclusions from some research studies that simply refer to PowerPoint as good or bad, 
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effective or ineffective did not appear to be fully analyzed because the one of the most 

important factors—the user of PowerPoint—has been missing.  Here are two examples 

that demonstrate the complexity of evaluating how presentation software is used.  

The first example is about a retired university administrator who gave a 

presentation to a civic group that was involved in a life-long learning program. I was 

invited to edit the slides he had made, as well as to create new slides with specific 

design (such as an animated timeline) which he wanted to include. He accepted the 

majority of my editing of his PowerPoint slides but kept some of his own preferences 

such as for fonts, background styles, and a few bullet-point slides. My concerns about 

those elements, which were weak from a design perspective, were gone as soon as he 

started presenting—he was an excellent speaker, and he knew the material very well. 

His wife told me that he had practiced many times at home, and he memorized every 

animation and knew exactly the purpose of the existence of the animations. In this 

case, he put PowerPoint into the best use. He understood PowerPoint was a tool to 

help him present information by giving visual aids, instead of simply talking about 

what was on the slides. The audience was very involved. At the end, they gave him a 

very long applause, and afterward a few people came to me either with PowerPoint 

questions or thanked me for creating the helpful visual aid. This is an example of a 

successful PowerPoint presentation.  

The second presentation example is not about success. A visiting International 

scholar with whom I had worked with on presentation skills was supposed to give a 

presentation to her peers. As I had enjoyed working with this individual, I attended her 
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speech only to discover that the PowerPoint presentation she used was 100% copied 

from the slideshow I had created for a training course, but with my name removed 

from the title slide. Putting the copyright issue aside, this reproduced presentation was 

not a successful one because she was not clear about the content, and she was neither 

an expert on the topic, nor had she completely familiarized herself with the materials. 

The pace of the slide show did not match the pace of her presentation, and she had to 

constantly look back to the screen behind her to find where she was at, or if she had 

missed anything on the slide. My observation of the audience was that they were 

confused, bored, and frustrated. A professionally created PowerPoint does not ensure a 

successful presentation.   

The two examples above indicate an issue that was not addressed in some 

research studies—how PowerPoint is used. In these two cases, although I created both 

PowerPoint slide presentations with very similar style, the effectiveness varied when 

different speakers presented the material and used PowerPoint differently.     

 PowerPoint is a tool teachers can use, and how they use it is critical. In the 

decade of 1990-2000, PowerPoint was highly praised and educators were excited to 

see the use of this multimedia tool in class. The culture of using presentation software 

was more focused on technical aspects, such as how to insert images, change colors of 

the text, add hyperlinks, make animations happen, change the background styles, and 

how to use PowerPoint in general or how good the program was (Bell, 1998; Collette, 

2000; Jantz, 1999; Jantz & McCracken, 1997; McLaughlin & Mitchell, 1996; Ozer, 

1999; Stafford, 1997). Some others (Baines, 2000; Holzl, 1997; Kealey, 2000; 
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Latchman & Latchman, 2000; Tomei & Balmert, 2000) touched on the pedagogical 

viewpoints, but there were still limited connections between the use of presentation 

software and pedagogy although instructional technology and multimedia education 

have been discussed for over three decades now. Multimedia and learning seemed to 

go together, but there was no theoretical base or research studies to help teachers 

understand how to use multimedia in education.    

In 2001, Richard Mayer published his book Multimedia Learning, which I 

consider to be a milestone in the field of multimedia education. Early in the 1990’s, 

Mayer and Moreno (n.d.) had studied the relationship between graphics and text, 

which I believe to be the basis of Mayer’s multimedia learning theory. Mayer defined 

multimedia “as the presentation of material using both words and pictures” (p. 2), and 

he further defined “words” as both printed and spoken text,  and “pictures” as any type 

of graphics including dynamic graphics such as animation or video.  

PowerPoint is one of the most important multimedia tools used in classrooms, 

and the discussion of its usage should include at least two elements: (a) how the 

PowerPoint slides are designed—if teachers put text from textbooks on the slides, 

PowerPoint loses its value of being a multimedia tool; and (b) how teachers use 

PowerPoint in instruction—if teachers do not integrate words and pictures well, 

PowerPoint would not provide any positive input for learning.  

Despite the ground work Mayer (2001) provided in the field of multimedia 

learning, the two aspects I addressed above were not discussed in many of the later 

research studies on the effectiveness of PowerPoint use (Burke & James, 2008; 
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Selimoglu & Arsoy, 2009; Sugahara & Boland, 2006). On the other side, however, the 

importance of instructors and the design of PowerPoint slides have been addressed in 

some recent research studies (James, Burke & Hutchins, 2006; Clark, 2008; Craig & 

Amernic, 2006; Hardin, 2007), but no specific suggestions for teachers were made. 

Some researchers and designers (Duarte, 2008; James, et al. 2006; Reynolds, 2008) 

listed a few suggestions for design and use of PowerPoint, but these suggestions were 

not discussed in detail from a pedagogical point of view. No action research has been 

done to see how PowerPoint is used, to see what kind of impact it has on students, to 

discover the practical problems in classrooms, and to hear the needs from students. 

The subject discipline of English as a second language is also devoid of PowerPoint 

research studies. 

Ground Work of Research Design 

Although presentation software was not the main topic of Mayer’s (2001) book 

“Multimedia Learning,” he has provided ground work for future discussions and 

debates about the use of presentation software during the first decade in the 21
st
 

century. Mayer suggested two views of multimedia design and two metaphors of 

multimedia learning, which became the original generator of my action research 

design to be discussed later.  

The two views of multimedia design are technology-centered and learner-

centered. In many previous research studies on the effectiveness of PowerPoint use, 

the type of PowerPoint design was not clearly addressed. Hardin (2007) claimed that 

“whether technology enhances teaching is an empirical question” (p. 56), and she 
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suggested students learn from the instructor instead of technology. Her conclusions 

were based on her research which showed it was the individual instructors that 

affected students’ learning.   

According to Mayer’s (2001) design views (as shown in Table 2.1), 

technology-centered and learner-centered design have different starting points, goals, 

and issues that teachers deal with. They are essentially led by two different 

educational philosophies, and, thus, will lead to different types of teachers’ teaching 

styles, students’ learning styles and study outcomes. Students who are taught by a 

technology-centered approach are more likely to have access to information and 

memorize the information, but not necessarily develop their capabilities of solving 

problems and applying information; students who are taught in a learner-centered class 

are more likely to develop natural understandings of knowledge, but not necessarily 

memorize facts.   
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Table 2.1  

Two Views of Multimedia Design 

Design Approach Starting Point Goal Issues 

Technology-

centered 

Capabilities of 

multimedia 

technology 

Provide access to 

information 

How can we use 

cutting-edge 

technology in 

designing 

multimedia 

presentations? 

Learner-centered 

 

How the human 

mind works 

Aid human 

cognition 

How can we adapt 

multimedia 

technology to aid 

human cognition? 

Mayer, R. E. (2001, p. 12). 

Different design methods reflect different theories and philosophies of teaching 

and learning. Taking students into consideration, Mayer (2001) suggested two 

metaphors of multimedia learning: (a) information acquisition, and (b) knowledge 

construction. These two metaphors (as shown in Table 2.2) have different definitions, 

contents, roles for learners and teachers, and goals of multimedia. In the first metaphor, 

Mayer construed the learner as a passive information receiver; however, in the 

alternative, knowledge construction, metaphor the learner is an active sense maker.
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Table 2.2 

 

Two Metaphors of Multimedia Learning 

 

Metaphor Definition Content Learner Teacher Goal of 

multimedia 

Information 

acquisition 

Adding 

information to 

memory 

Information Passive 

information 

receiver 

Information 

provider 

Deliver 

information; act as 

a delivery vehicle 

Knowledge 

construction 

Building a 

coherent mental 

structure 

Knowledge Active sense 

maker 

Cognitive guide Provide cognitive 

guidance; act as a 

helpful 

communicator 

Mayer, R. E. (2001, p. 14). 
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The two metaphors correspond to the two design approaches as Mayer 

suggested. As a result, there are multiple correlations between the two types of 

teaching and learning, and the discussion of technology related teaching strategies has 

become popular in the past decade (Bates & Poole, 2003; Ivers & Barron, 2006; 

Januszewski & Molenda, 2008; Mayer, 2005; Pitler, Hubbel, Kuhn & Malenoski, 

2007; Wiske, Franz & Breit, 2005).  

In English Language Learning (ELL) classes in particular, Butler-Pascoe and 

Wiburg (2002) suggested 12 technology-enhanced teaching strategies for ESL 

students: (a) Provide interaction, communicative activities, and real audiences; (b) 

Supply comprehensible input; (c) Support development of cognitive abilities; (d) 

Utilize task-based and problem-solving activities; (e) Provide sheltering techniques to 

support language and academic development; (f) Be student-centered and promote 

students’ autonomy; (g) Facilitate focused development of English language skills; (h) 

Use multiple modalities to support various learning styles and strategies; (i) Support 

collaborative learning; (j) Meet affective needs of students; (k) Foster understanding 

and appreciation of the target and native cultures; and (l) Provide appropriate feedback 

and assessment.  But how these techniques are used in ELL classrooms and what 

students’ responses are still needs to be discovered, and how presentation software 

such as PowerPoint can be applied is still unknown.  

The Implications of Second Language Acquisition Theories 

Regarding theories of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), Freeman and 

Freeman (2001) proposed there were three linguistic perspectives that scholars take: (a) 
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Psycholingustics focuses on the interlanguage development as well as the 

psychological factors that affect language acquisition; (b) Neurolinguistics deals with 

how the brain processes language; and (c) Sociolinguistics considers both social and 

cultural factors in the process of language acquisition.  Freeman and Freeman also 

explain that research in SLA could either be theoretical or applied, but pure theoretical 

or applied research appears to have the problem of disconnections with each other. 

Theoretical research adds knowledge to our existing understanding of language 

acquisition but does not necessarily solve the practical problems in classrooms; 

applied research deals with the problems in classrooms but may not connect those 

problems to a theoretical framework. In this study, SLA theories and practice to build 

theory were combined to support classroom applications for instructors.  Figure 2.1 is 

to illustrate the concept of the connections between SLA research and theories.      
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Figure 2.1 

The Map of SLA research and theories (Zhang) 
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The dark arrows in Figure 2.1 indicate the theoretical bases of my research as 

well as the connections between theories and classroom application. Because 

neurolinguistics deals with the brain functions, locations, and development of 

languages, it is not the main focus of this action research; thus it is not a critical 

perspective in my theoretical framework.  

Psycholinguistics and neurolinguistcs. 

As explained in Freeman and Freeman (2004), Krashen’s theory of second 

language acquisition relied on five hypotheses of language learning and acquisition: (a) 

The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis; (b) The Natural Order Hypothesis; (c) The 

Monitor Hypothesis; (d) The Input Hypothesis and simplified input; and (e) The 

Affective Filter Hypothesis.   

The acquisition-learning hypothesis. 

Krashen (2002) identified acquisition and learning as two different methods of 

inputting a new language. He claimed that acquisition is a subconscious activity while 

learning is a conscious process. He suggested that acquisition is “very similar to the 

process children use in acquiring first and second languages”, and “it requires 

meaningful interaction in the target language—natural communication—in which 

speakers are concerned not with the form of their utterances but with the message they 

are conveying and understanding” (p. 1). Both adults and children have the ability to 

acquire a new language because the Language Acquisition Device is something all 

humans share. Krashen (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2011) claimed that language 

acquisition is the main path to proficiency in a new language while learning only plays 
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a minimal role. However, learning is usually what happens in ELL classrooms as the 

teachers present the rules of English with the purpose of helping students pass a test 

rather than exhibit effective communication.     

The natural order hypothesis and monitor hypothesis. 

Due to the design and focus of my research study, these two hypotheses will 

not be applied, but they are summarized here in order to provide a complete outline of 

Krashen’s ideas. Krashen’s Natural Order Hypothesis (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) 

was developed on the basis of acquisition rather than learning. In the process of 

language acquisition, certain aspects of the language are acquired earlier than others. 

Learning may change the natural order of language acquisition. The monitor 

hypothesis argues that learning monitors the output of the language students acquire 

especially in a written form.   

The input hypothesis. 

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) suggests the model of 

“i+1,” which means students’ received input should always be slightly beyond their 

current language proficiency level in order to make acquisition happen. For example, 

if an ELL student’s English proficiency is at level “i”, he/she should receive 

comprehensible input at level “i+1” in order to improve their English proficiency but 

not be overwhelmed by too much new information. This theory is frequently 

associated with Vygotskey’s theory of The Zone of Proximal Development (Driscoll, 

2005), which “defines those functions that have not yet matured but are in the process 

of maturation” (p. 254). Although both Kashren and Vygotsky addressed the 
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importance of going beyond learner’s current abilities, the degree of the stretch is not 

mentioned by Vygotsky. In Krashen’s input hypothesis, he emphasized the importance 

of using the “i+1” model, but not “i+0” or “i+10” model. For example, ELL students 

are more likely to learn new vocabulary if the instructor uses a few new words in one 

class. ELL students would not enlarge their English language vocabulary if ELL 

instructors only used the words that the students already knew, or if the instructors use 

too many new words at a time or use many new words along with new grammatical 

structures. Krashen claimed that only going slightly beyond the student’s current 

ability level will generate language acquisition. He also argued the importance of 

simplified input, which I think needs to be cautiously considered to avoid over 

simplification that leads to an “i+0” situation. Freeman and Freeman suggested that 

“simplified input may not contain new language structures or items” (p. 122). For 

example, using easy words and simple sentences will help students understand the 

content, but will not help them acquire new vocabulary and sentence structures to 

reach a higher English proficiency level.  

The affective filter hypothesis. 

Krashen’s  Affective Filter Hypothesis  (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2011) 

in his monitor model looks at the paralinguistic psychological factors that affect the 

process of acquisition. Factors such as anxiety level in class or students’ personal 

interests may “serve as a filter that blocks input” (p.90). The more these factors build 

up, the stronger the filter becomes, and the more difficult it is for the Language 

Acquisition Device to be reached and activated by the incoming information.  
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In my research study, the Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, the Input 

hypothesis, and the Affective Filter Hypothesis will be taken into practice. They will 

be used as part of the theoretical framework to analyze the data from observations and 

interviews and to help the teachers develop their lesson plans throughout the action 

research.     

Social distance and psychological distance.   

Schumann’s Acculturation Model (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) is based on 

sociolinguistic research that focuses on social factors that affect the process of 

students’ language acquisition. His model proposes that the process of acquiring a new 

language works in tandem with processes of acculturation; thus, language acquisition 

can be understood by looking at what happens during the acculturation. The model 

suggests that the following factors could have a negative impact on language 

acquisition: (a) Power and culture differences: for example, Asian students usually 

find it more difficult to adapt to American culture than some European students 

because of the significant power and culture differences Asian students experience; (b) 

Cohesiveness: When a group of students create a small community of themselves, it is 

less likely that they will open up to the target culture, because they restrain themselves 

in the tight-knit group and they have less opportunity to expose themselves to a 

targeted culture; (c) Class size: in larger classes, students have fewer personal 

communications with their teachers, thus there is less support from the teachers for 

individual students in the process of acculturation; (d) Self-sufficiency of the learner 

group: when students do not see the needs of reaching out of their own groups, they 
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are less likely to communication with the target-language group; (e) Negative attitudes 

toward target-language culture: Students will reject acculturation to the target-

language culture consciously and subconsciously. (f) Limited integrations between 

two cultures: this is a result of multiple factors such as cohesiveness, cultural 

differences, and negative attitudes. (g) Short length of residence: acculturation is a 

process—the longer the residence is, the further students will be in the process.  

When none of these social factors affect language acquisition, psychological 

factors need to be considered: (a) motivation; (b) attitude; and (c) culture shock.  

Gee’s “hybrid theory.” 

As discussed above, Schumann (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) focuses on the 

external factors of second language acquisition and Krashen (Freeman & Freeman, 

2011) focuses on the internal factors. Their theories have had tremendous impact in 

the world of SLA theory and ELL teaching since the 1970s and 1980s. Writing in the 

1990s, Gee (as cited in MacKay, n. d.) tried to build connections between earlier 

theories, and he investigated the interrelationships between language, language 

learning, social identity, and social context. This has led educators and researchers into 

a new era of SLA theories.   

Freeman and Freeman (2001) reported that in Gee’s theory cognition is both 

internal and external. Freeman and Freeman suggested that Gee saw the social 

dimension in Krashen’s theory, and he expanded it by including the social components 

as the factors that influenced second language learning.  Gee’s theory represents the 

understanding of SLA theories forwarded in this research—language acquisition is 
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both internal and external. We cannot separate psychological factors and social factors 

because they are intertwined and they affect each other.  Figure 2.2 is a model I 

created to illustrate the relationship of the basic SLA theories.  

Figure 2.2 

The Inner-relationship of SLA Theories (Zhang) 
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which refers to “the assumption that instructional methods that are deemed effective 

for mainstream populations will benefit all students, no matter what their backgrounds 

may be” (p. 339). I would like to expand the application of ‘one size fits all,’ and use 

this term to refer to the assumption that all ELLs are the same, and they all learn the 

same way. As Bartolome claimed, this approach does not work for students who come 

from different parts of the world with multiple cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

The social mind needs to be taken into consideration in teaching students with 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds.   

The theory of “output.” 

The theories discussed above all focus on “input,” so are referred to as 

“reception-based” theories by Ellis (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2011). Another 

branch of SLA theory focuses on the output, and are referred to as “production-based” 

theories.  

Given their attention to the social aspects of language use, it is likely that   

Schumann (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) and Gee (Matsuoka & Evans, 2004), would 

support the idea that interaction is one of the major factors in language acquisition. 

However, according to Swain (2000), Van Lier implies interaction is more than 

comprehensible input; educators must also consider language learners’ use of target 

language—the output. Freeman and Freeman (2011) explained “if learners practice 

with intake, they can retain the language and access it later. Language that can be 

accessed is considered uptake. Finally, with authentic use, learners can extend their 

language and use it creatively” (p. 132).   
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Swain (2000) suggested that output generates a deeper understanding of 

language since it requires more mental effort than input does; thus, it is very likely that 

output has the potential to play a significant role in language acquisition. Based on this 

perspective, Swain emphasized the importance of providing language learners the 

opportunity for output (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2011). As Allington (as cited 

in Haag and Williams, 2004) stated, the pressures of standardized tests puts the 

emphasis in ELL classrooms on providing information to help students get higher test 

scores, but decreases students’ opportunities to use the target language.   

Theory Applications in this Research 

Bartolome (1994) stated that “it is important to point out that it is not the 

particular lesson or set of activities that prepares the students; rather, it is the teacher’s 

politically clear educational philosophy that underlies the varied methods and 

lessons/activities she or he employs that makes the difference” (p. 342). In addition, 

without feedback from students, it is not likely that teachers can provide students with 

what they need in the best way they can comprehend. An instructor’s philosophy of 

education changes and is shaped through the process of interacting with students. Both 

instructors and students, and both input and output, play important roles in the process 

of language acquisition. Figure 2.3 illustrates the cycle of input and output. Instructors’ 

teaching is shaped by their understanding and philosophy of language acquisition; they 

provide comprehensible input to students, and students take in the knowledge and 

produce output using the knowledge they learned. After class, students use the 

knowledge in their daily communications as well as in academic settings—these are 
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productions and also output. Students’ output in class provides feedback to the 

instructors which feed into instructors’ analysis of and reflections on their teaching 

which in turn connect to and modify the ELL theories they apply while teaching. I 

created this model and applied this model to this research.  
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Figure 2.3  

The Cycle of Input and Output (Zhang) 
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more likely to contribute to class discussions in a content/theme-based language class 

than in a pure “language instruction-centered” class, because a content/theme-based 

class empowers students by shortening the social and intellectual distance between 

instructors and students while pure language instruction gives teachers the highest 

authority and students have little to contribute. For example, when an ELL instructor 

teaches students how to use the past tense in English by lecturing, it is very likely that 

the students are going to listen to the instructor, take notes, but not necessarily acquire 

the knowledge through practice. This is because the teacher has the best knowledge of 

how to use past tense in English in an ELL class while students are information 

receivers, and students have very little to contribute; as an alternative , an ELL 

instructor could lead a conversation of what they did at some point in the past. The 

instructor provides models of how he/she uses past tense, and encourages students to 

use past tense so that students put what they learned into practice. This also enables 

students to talk and to use the language because they have much content to share.     

Ellis (1987), who declared Krashen’s Monitor Model to be fundamentally 

wrong, emphasized the importance of creating a natural language learning 

environment, because he suggested monitoring is a feature of performance not 

indicating students’ language competence. There are many factors that can affect 

students’ performance such as motions, nervousness, and health. Ellis claimed that 

“for language teaching to be relevant it must only provide opportunities for authentic 

communication” (p. 185). He also suggests that pedagogical activities could contribute 

to the construction of the target language.  
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Ellis (1987) and Krashen (Freeman & Freeman, 2011) are looking at different 

stages of learning and acquisition. It is important creating and embedding pedagogical 

activities in a natural setting, but it is also valuable of appropriate lecturing as well as 

monitoring the practice for the class. As Matsuoka and Evans (2004) stated, teaching 

is valuable, SLA involves the whole person, and it promotes more than just language. 

Without evaluating the students’ competence that they show to the instructors, 

pedagogical activities cannot be created efficiently and teaching will lose its purpose.    

This PowerPoint supported instruction method is a reflection of Gee’s 

(Freeman & Freeman, 2001) idea of “people in social groups who acquire language 

through social interactions” (p. 93). As Bakhtinan (1981) stated that “only now this 

contradictory environment of alien words is present to the speaker not in the object, 

but rather in the consciousness of the listener, as his apperceptive background, 

pregnant with responses and objections” (p. 281). It also agrees with Krashen’s 

Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis—“we acquire a new language subconsciously as we 

receive messages we understand” (p. 82).  Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis will 

also be taken into consideration to reduce students’ psychological barriers that affect 

the process of acquisition.  The method helps with the cognitive process of acquiring a 

new word in the target language, for as Freeman and Freeman stated: 

In social groups, people receive demonstrations from others who use 

the target language. Because humans want to interact socially, they 

form the intent to speak the language. They see themselves as language 

learners and take the risk to communicate with others. They learn 

through doing. They receive feedback continually—either they 

understand and are understood or communication breaks down. The 

feedback is almost always directed at the meaning they are trying to 

convey, not at the grammatical form. They take the information from 
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the feedback and integrate it with current knowledge as they acquire the 

new language. (p.93) 

 

The intention of creating interactive activities is not only to provide the 

environment where the target language is used, but also to motivate students and to 

help form positive attitudes toward language and culture, which Schumann (as cited in 

Freeman & Freeman, 2011) claimed to be the main factors that determine the 

psychological distance between the language learner and the dominant culture and 

language. Glasersfeld (1996) stated that “too often teaching strategies and procedures 

seem to spring from the naïve assumption that what we ourselves perceive and infer 

from our perceptions is there, ready-made, for the students to pick up, if only they had 

the will to do so” (p. 5). Freire (1970) used the term “banking system” to describe the 

situation where students are assumed to learn by copying knowledge from their 

teachers and then depositing the knowledge into their brain storage. Papadopoulou and 

Birch (2007) consider this type of education as seeing “the relations between learner 

and world as fixed, static and unproblematic” ( p. 271). The word “world” means the 

outside environment, which Glasersfeld defined as “the totality of permanent objects 

and their relations that we have abstracted from the flow of our experience” (p. 5). 

Interactive activities help students to communicate with their peers who are from 

different cultures, and this leads to a better understanding of and skills for cross-

cultural communication.  

 John Dewey (1938) described the power structure of the traditional 

educational scheme,  which is, in essence, one of imposition from above and from 

outside. The traditional scheme imposes adult standards, subject-matter, and methods 
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upon those who are only growing slowly toward maturity” (p.5). This is the scheme 

that shapes education in many parts of the world, where teachers are in a “power over” 

rather than “sharing power” situation, and where knowledge is copied by students 

from their teachers.  

Action Research 

The term action research was first used in the early 1940s by Kurt Lewin (as 

cited in Oja & Smulyan, 1989), an American social psychologist, who claimed this 

experimental approach could merge theory into practice to help us understand and 

make changes to social practice. According to Oja and Smulyan, in Lewin’s work in 

1948, he emphasized collaboration and cooperation between researchers and teachers, 

because it is critical for any behavioral change that a study indicates. However, due to 

the criticisms of action research in the 1950s and 1960s, action research was only used 

for teacher training purpose in the 1960s and early 1970s.  

When the applicability of quantitative research was questioned in the field of 

education in the 1970s, action research became the alternative research method 

because the involvement of practitioners increases the immediate use of research in 

schools (Oja & Smulyan, 1989). Oja and Smulyan suggested that “action research 

would provide teachers with the opportunity to gain knowledge and skill in research 

methods and applications and to become more aware of options and possibilities for 

change” (p. 9).  After a series of studies in action research during the 1980s, 

researchers discovered that this interactive research method generates teacher’s 



50 
 

 
 

professional development and research skills, and this led to more positive attitudes 

about using the findings from research studies.  

In recent years, action research has been defined as “a form of enquiry that 

enables practitioners everywhere to investigate and evaluate their work” (McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2006, p. 7). Mills (2007) gave a more specific definition to action research 

in the field of education as “any systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers, 

principals, school counselors, or other stakeholders in the teaching/learning 

environment to gather information about how their particular schools operate, how 

they teach, and how well their students learn” (p. 5). Action research has been well 

adapted by educators and teachers who intend to improve education and teaching or 

solve significant problems by designing and developing systematic and educational 

practices (Stringer, 2004).  

Mertler (2006) suggested action research is a persuasive and authoritative 

method that generates the process that involves educators working together to 

incorporate change and to improve education. In previous research studies, researchers 

were mostly observers; they collected data and studied the result. In these studies, no 

changes were made through the research process, and collaborative work was not a 

part of the research design. Many research findings discovered the importance of 

instructors, and conclusions emphasized the importance of instructors using 

PowerPoint effectively. No specific suggestions have been made for teachers—only 

brief and abstract advice has been given. Action research is the research done by 

teachers for teachers, which allows them to have access to research findings and 
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connect practice with research (Mills, 2007), but no action research has been used in 

examining the use of presentation software, and no research in this area has been done 

in university ELL classrooms.  

In this study, PowerPoint slides were created for the purpose of giving 

informal assessments to students in order to generate output and gather feedback from 

students, as well as to “provide the teacher with a high degree of flexibility in the 

administration and scoring procedures” (Brantley, 2007, p. 35). This action research is 

an application of Krashen’s Monitor Model (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2011) as 

well as Swain’s Output Theory (as cited in Freeman & Freeman). The action research 

method also agrees with the philosophy of action research, which encourages a 

process of ongoing reflecting and building new strategies to promote better teaching 

and learning.     
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Chapter 3-Methodology 

What researchers need, then, is a clearer and more coherent notion of 

constructivism that is not merely a set of abstract ideas about 

knowledge and human existence, but is pragmatic and grounded in 

good teaching practices. (Gordon, 2009, p.40) 

 

Epistemological Perspective 

Although I grew up in an educators’ family in People’s Republic of China, I 

have spent most of my professional life in the United States using English as my 

second language to communicate with people and to make sense of the world. I have 

approached the edge of the cliff with my vision and understanding of the precipice, 

and have worked to find balance in keeping my own identity as a Chinese while 

cautiously but radically changing my perspectives based on the philosophies of 

socially constructed education.  

Starting school at the age of one in a special Chinese pre-school funded by the 

hospital where my mother worked, I was considered to be a “good seed” in the sense 

of doing well in the “banking system” (Freire, 1970)—a metaphor used by Freire to 

refer to the educational settings where teachers are the Subject holding the knowledge 

in the process of learning while students are mere objects making withdrawals of 

knowledge. Being an obedient student in schools and a respectful daughter at home, I 

did not question what we thought was good or what we believed to be true. The moral 

behaviors that were expected from good students and children and the socially and 

culturally structured understanding of “good” and “bad” and “right” and “wrong” co-

constructed my Chinese identity.  
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I came to the States as an International graduate student. This experience has 

brought many changes to my life including my epistemological perspective. After 

going through the four stages most International students have experienced: 

honeymoon, conflict/hostility, integration/acceptance, and adaptation/home (as cited 

in Pranata, Foo-Kune & Rodolfa, n.d. ), I started to discover changes in my world 

views, and to use  multiple perspectives looking at and analyzing things around me. I 

also started to see the conflicts between the expectations of my peer international 

students and some components of the educational system in the States. The conflicts 

were shown in classroom discussions, the ways of writing and expressing ideas, the 

motivation and purpose of study, and behaviors in class. Some students gradually 

found the balance adapting to the new culture, but some never did.  

In 2008, after I finished my Master’s degree in Education: Information 

Technology, I had the opportunity to serve as the International students’ academic 

advisor in the College of Education at a state university. I started working closely with 

International students who were mostly from Saudi Arabia and China, and this 

experience had a major impact on my current research focus. My own past experience 

of being an International student provided me with a special connection with my 

advisees, and my knowledge of education also allowed me to see the potential for 

improvement on the instructors’ side. I started to view education from multiple 

perspectives—students’ perspectives, instructors’ perspectives, as well as my own 

perspectives.     
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Long before the birth of fundamental theories of constructivism in the western 

world, Confucius in China said that “humans are social beings. They must interact 

with society without necessarily surrendering to it” (Ozmon & Craver, 2002, p.102). 

International students come to the States with different sociocultural backgrounds; 

thus, how to interact with the new society while finding the balance of “conforming” 

and “surrendering” have become critical in ELL classrooms for both instructors and 

students.  

Constructivism 

My personal experience has shaped my epistemological perspective—

constructivism. This perspective has become the lens through which I learn and 

understand the world we live in, and also has become the paradigm that informs my 

research focus and design.   

Fosnot (1996) defined constructivism as a “theory about knowledge and 

learning; it describes both what ‘knowing’ is and how one can ‘come to know’” (p. ix). 

Von Glasersfeld viewed the eighteenth century’s Vico (as cited in Tobias & Duffy, 

2009) as the builder of the first constructivist theory since Vico’s basic idea is “to 

know is to know how to make” (p. 3). I believe, however, that the history of 

constructivism could be pushed back 2,000 years to when Plato (Cornford, trans.1971) 

developed his famous story of the cave and discussed the essentials of education:   

…we must conclude that education is not what it is said to be by some, 

who profess to put knowledge into a soul which does not possess it, as 

if they could put sight into blind eyes. On the contrary, our own 

account signifies that the soul of every man does possess the power of 

learning the truth and the organ to see it with. (p. 232)  
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Although the spirit of education was discussed as early as Plato’s era, 

educators today are still seeking for the answers of what education really is, other than 

defining education as what it is not. As in the past few decades, when the 

constructivist discourse started becoming a powerful perspective of interpreting how 

knowledge is produced and how people learn (Gordon, 2009), constructivism itself has 

developed into different types such as social constructivism, radical constructivism, 

and cognitive constructivism. I see these different types of constructivism as 

connected in roots but taking different approaches and perspectives in their 

development. It is difficult to separate them completely, especially in educational 

settings which involve internal and external factors for both students and teachers.    

Social constructivism and cognitive constructivism. 

In this research study, cognitive constructivism and social constructivism are 

the bases of research design. Cognitive constructivism focuses on individuals and 

explains how people’s ideas are constructed based on personal experience; social 

constructivism focuses on the environment in which teachers’ and students’ 

interactions with each other lead them to construct meaning (Powell & Kalina, 2009). 

These two approaches are closely related; as humans are social beings, the 

development of individuals is driven by the outside environment that one lives in.  

From this perspective, learning is a social activity that “results from social 

interactions with others that enable learners to participate by drawing on past and 

present experiences and relating them to the specific context at hand in some 

meaningful way” (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2001, p. 37). Bruner (as cited in 
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Driscoll, 2005, p. 229) suggested that “cognitive growth, then, is in a major way from 

the outside in as well as from the inside out.” He advocated that the outside 

environment plays a significant role in learner’s internal capabilities of learning. Lev 

Vygotsky, who strongly believed knowledge is socially constructed through 

interaction, developed the theory of social constructivism which has been found to be 

highly effective in teaching (Powell & Kalina, 2009).  

Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory (1978) indicated the 

importance of social activities in students’ learning process. He suggested that 

children’s potential development under adults’ assistance or through collaboration 

work with peers is always at a higher level than their independent study outcomes (as 

cited in Driscoll, 2005). This theory not only applies to children, but could be 

expanded to all learners at all ages—meaningful communication and collaboration 

generate the process of teaching and learning.  

The idea of the social process of teaching and learning was further explained 

by Wenger (as cited in Faltis & Coulter, 2008), who claimed that “all students belong 

to communities of practice in and out of school. Communities of practice are social 

spaces, knowledge, values, and affinities that people acquire by actively participating 

in the social practices of particular communities” (p. 31). Not every community is the 

same, however, and “members of different cultures, because of the specific and unique 

demands of living in their societies, make sense of their experiences in different ways” 

(Driscoll, 2005, p. 242). Schalage and Soga (2008) discovered that adult ELL students 

who are from nondominant sociocultural backgrounds have found literacy skills are 
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taught incongruently by teachers who are trained in mainstream paradigms. This 

incongruency degrades adult ELL learner’s sense of community by making them feel 

that their existing values and knowledge are not appreciated in the mainstream 

classroom culture.  Schalge and Soga also pointed out that in adult literacy education, 

the best way to avoid student frustrations which could lead to low participation and 

absenteesim is to motivate the students to participate in learning and to encourage self-

improvement.  

In many ELL classrooms, instructional technology such as presentation 

software is used to help students with learning. Classroom technology should be a tool 

that teachers and students can use to build a better learning community where 

individual voices are heard and become the elements to co-construct knowledge with 

their teachers and peers. Classroom technology should not be a tool that leads to 

acculturations with industrialized instructional strategies.  Herrell and Jordan (2008) 

claimed that:  

One very effective way to utilize technology in working with English 

language learners is to build background knowledge links into written 

content using presentation programs like Microsoft PowerPoint. These 

presentation programs are designed to provide an easy way to create 

interactive links. The links you, the teacher, create provide access to 

additional information on the internet, video clips, or vocabulary 

support such as photographs or first-language translations. Providing 

these types of background information or supports make it possible for 

the students to go beyond and expand on the content provided in the 

presentations themselves. (p. 226) 

 

Hirvela (2006) stated that in classrooms, computer-based communication 

linked students together via computers. This computer-supported communication 

created a sense of community among the teachers and students, thus enhancing the 



58 
 

 
 

teaching and learning activities in a social setting. Presentation software can help to 

turn traditional classroom instruction into a conversational interaction between 

teachers and students so that constructivist learning models can be built (Clark, 2008). 

Classroom technology should be used in a way that allows students to place 

themselves in a social setting where knowledge is constructed through multiple 

perspectives and dimensions. ELL students’ first languages and native cultures also 

need to be appreciated and need to become parts of the construction.  

The Language Institute 

This research study will look at using PowerPoint as an instructional tool in 

teaching ELL students who are studying in a language program at a state university. 

The language institute is a collaboration between the university and an international 

language program that was originally established in the United Kingdom. International 

students are enrolled in a variety of sub-programs in this English institute, depending 

on their goals of study. This research was aimed at students who were enrolled in 

higher level English language classes. Most of these students were from Asian and 

Middle East countries.  English is the second or third language for these students. The 

majority of the students were 18-25 years old, with only a few students who were over 

25. Some of them had lived in the States for a few years, but some of them were very 

new to the country, and they were still in the process of understanding the culture and 

getting used to the living and learning styles in the States.  

ELL instructors in this institute focused on developing students’ English 

reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills by introducing and discussing topics 
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that were relevant to the students. How to maintain students’ interest in the topics has 

become very important in teaching, especially when the student profile is rapidly 

changing. Ajavi (2008) said that nowadays technoculture has become part of the 

notion of socioculture because of students’ interests in new technological 

communication forms. Lankshear and Knobel (as cited in Ajavi) stated that “students 

learn language and literacy across texts and culture and that their practices are 

influenced by their connections to, and experiences with, technological resources” (p. 

653). How ELL teachers use technology in classrooms has become crucial and needs 

to be studied.  

In teaching international students in this institute, teachers are preparing 

students with the necessary knowledge of language and culture for their future life in 

the United States while learning about students’ previous experiences and the 

knowledge they have constructed in their home environment. Education is the 

preparation for life, but also an important part of life that students themselves live 

(Ozmon & Craver, 2002). For international students, this part of life is more complex. 

In discussing teaching and learning in language arts from a constructivist perceptive, 

Gould (1996) stated:  

With a population as diverse as our own, we need to become more 

aware of both the social and cognitive dimensions of classroom 

activities. To facilitate real learning, we need to look closely at how 

children with different literacy backgrounds and understanding react to 

the activities we choose with and for them. (p. 93)    
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The Constructivist Model in this Research 

Because learning is social, meaningful collaborative work in certain social 

environments generates cognitive development in individual students.  As Hudelson 

and Faltis  (as cited in Freeman & Freeman, 2001) stated, “Learning does not happen 

exclusively inside the heads of learners; it results from social interactions with others 

that enable learners to participate by drawing on past and present experiences and 

relating them to the specific context at hand in some meaningful way” (p. 37).  

Figure 3.1 is the model for social and cognitive constructivist learning that I 

developed. This model was inspired by Shumuck’s (2006) action research model 

which I relied on in this research. Although I identify myself as a constructivist, I do 

not agree with the idea that teachers should set students free and completely depend on 

passive teaching (I will discuss these conflicting conceptions in the next section). As a 

result, in the social and cognitive constructivist learning model that I developed, ELL 

instructors take feedback from students, and create an effective constructivist 

classroom with appropriate guidance and instruction based on the learning objectives. 

ELL classrooms should be goal-oriented and monitored; both students’ learning 

outcome and teachers’ teaching methods need to be evaluated. Figure 3.1 illustrates 

my perspective regarding the process of social and cognitive constructivist learning: 

Teachers and students come to class with different perspectives and understandings of 

teaching and learning; teachers and students observe each other through dialogues in 

class, and they work collaboratively based on their dialogues and observations. 

Knowledge is then constructed through the process of conversation, observation and 
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collaboration.  The social and cognitive constructivist learning model does not only 

apply to students, but also applies to teachers since teachers are in a process of 

learning about their students as well as teaching when they teach.  This sequence 

matches the model of action research as shown in Figure 3.2 by Schmuck (2006), 

which appears to have the same structure as my social and cognitive constructivist 

learning model in Figure 3.1.   

Figure 3.1 

Social and Cognitive Constructivist Model in this Research 
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Figure 3.2  

Action Research Model 

 

Adapted from Practical Action Research for Change, by R. A. Schmuck, 2006, p. 33.  

In order to see how the two models intertwine with each other, I merged the 

two figures into one (Figure 3.3) to demonstrate how the constructivist teaching and 

learning process and the process of action research follow the same pattern of actions.  
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Figure 3.3  

Constructivism Integrated in Action Research (Zhang)  

 

 

Gordon (2009) suggested that researchers need “a clearer and more coherent 

notion of constructivism that is not merely a set of abstract ideas about knowledge and 

human existence, but is pragmatic and grounded in good teaching practices” (p.40). In 

order to make theory connect to practice, constructivists encourage participatory 

research, creating a community of practice. In participatory research, participants 

apply their existing knowledge, hypothesize and test hypotheses, and build their own 

theories and test the theories from the findings. In this research, I combine 
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participatory research and action research together to create a participatory action 

research model, which forms a repeated cycle of reflecting, planning, acting and 

observing, generated by all participants, guided by instructors, and monitored by the 

planned objectives of the study’s outcomes.  As Figure 3.3 shows, action research and 

my perspective of constructivism follow the same pattern of actions.  

Conflicting Conceptions 

One of the major criticisms of constructivism is that “it opens itself to the 

charge that is a kind of ‘anything goes’ relativist discourse. The lack of clarity about 

what it means to be a constructivist or some shared understanding of the major tenets 

of this theory have contributed to a growing number of misleading critiques of this 

world view” (Davis & Sumara, as cited in Gordon, 2009, p. 40). Baines and Stanley 

(as cited in Gordon) claimed that constructivist teachers do not put enough effort in 

teaching but focus on a “student-centered” environment and blindly allow students to 

take the lead. Hyslop-Margison and Strobel (2008) express a concern about teachers 

holding only a limited understanding of the concept of “knowledge is constructed” 

without learning this concept from an epistemological or a pedagogical perspective.  

As I mentioned in the last section, the objective of a class should provide the 

main guidance for classroom teaching and activities, without putting the classroom 

into an “anything goes” situation. Although I consider myself to be a constructivist, I 

believe teachers’ lectures have their own value in class and should not be abandoned. 

Constructivists believe active learning is the essential to gain any type of knowledge. 

Though I understand the value and importance of active learning, I also agree with 
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Mayer (2009) who claimed “behavioral activity during learning does not guarantee 

that the learner will engage in appropriate cognitive processing, and the behavioral 

inactivity during learning does not guarantee that the learner will not engage in 

appropriate cognitive processing” (p. 185).  

In 1989, Clark (as cited in Mayer, 2009) discovered from different studies that 

“students who were allowed to choose or were assigned an unguided method of 

instruction actually showed a loss of learning even though they tended to like the 

experience” (p.191). It is important for instructors to find the balance and to maintain 

it in order to maximize students’ learning outcomes by providing the most appropriate 

guidance and scaffolding for the particular group of students. Action research enables 

me as a researcher to discover the correlations between teaching, learning, and 

construct knowledge. Action research will also allow me to focus on seeing and 

understanding multiple perspectives of teaching and learning with technology while 

experiencing new teaching strategies that may lead to better classroom communication, 

instruction, and learning. The collaborative approach will give me and instructors in 

this research study the opportunity to hear student voices, to understand their needs, 

and to co-construct understandings of teaching as practitioners, while learning to be 

better educators through collaboration, communication, and construction or 

knowledge.  

Research design 

The basic design of my research study is based on Stringer’s (2004) action 

research model. The sequence of the research is: research design, data gathering, data 
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analysis, communication, and action. This sequence also corresponds with Mertler’s 

(2006) four sequential stages of action research: (a) planning stage, (b) acting stage, (c) 

developing stage, and (d) reflecting stage.  

Figure 3.4 illustrates Mertler’s action research model. An action research is 

formed by individual cycles, and the four stages in each cycle are shown in the figure. 

The detailed actions of each stage are shown in the box below each stage. The arrows 

indicate the sequence of the actions.   
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Figure 3.4 

Mertler’s Action Research Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Action Research: Teachers as Researchers in the Classroom, by C. A. Mertler, 2006, p. 23.  

 

Planning stage Acting stage Developing stage Reflecting stage 

*Identify goals 

*Reviewing 

literature 

* Developing a 

research plan 

*Collecting data 

*Analyzing data 

 

*Analyzing data 

*Develop an 

action plan 

* Sharing and 

communicating 

*Reflect 

*Sharing and 

communicating 

* Reflect 



68 
 

 
 

This action research study used a constructivist approach to discover the 

existing problems of presentation software in ELL classrooms, to collect feedback 

from students, to help ELL instructors build the knowledge of presentation slides 

design, and to benefit ELL teaching and learning by making good use of presentation 

software such as PowerPoint. Strategies, such as visual scaffolding, communication 

games, and multimedia presentations, provided by Herrell and Jordan (2008) were 

integrated within the use of PowerPoint in this research.    

Design of research. 

In winter term 2011, I sent an email to the director of the English language 

program in this state university with detailed descriptions of my research ideas. After 

the director approved the research, he notified the ELL instructor supervisors in the 

academic program in the language institute and asked them to recommend instructors 

to participant in the research. At the end of winter term 2011, my major professor and 

I attended a meeting with the director of the language institute, the instructor 

supervisors in the academic program, the two instructors who were interested in the 

research, the director of Technology Across the Curriculum, my major professor and I. 

Questions related to the research were raised as we discussed and clarified: (a) the 

purpose of the study: to discover, understand and explore the use of PowerPoint in 

ELL classes by collecting students’ and instructors’, as well as my perspectives as an 

observer; (b) roles of the individuals in the study: the instructors continue in their role 

of decision making regarding the process of teaching and designing materials. As the 

student researcher, I would respect and support their decisions. I would share 
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suggestions and comments based on my observations and feedback from students, 

with the precondition of not interfering with the instructors’ teaching and designing of 

the class. My researcher’s notes and students’ feedback would be reported to the 

instructors in every meeting; and (c) how to work together as a group: working 

collaboratively and cooperatively was essential. I would not interfere with the 

instructors’ decision making role although data (such as students’ questionnaires, 

transcript from students’ interviews, notes from observations) would be shared 

throughout the term, and this may affect the way the instructors teach. As the 

researcher, I would provide the instructors with technical support if they needed, such 

as editing or creating slides the way they wanted.   

One of the instructor participants who had been at the meeting described above 

signed the informed consent form after evaluating the research proposal before spring 

term 2011. The other instructor who attended the meeting could not participate in the 

research because the particular group of students in her class was part of an affiliate 

international program, not students in the language institute; thus, an academic 

program supervisor recommended another instructor to participate in the research. I 

met with this instructor in person and explained the research to her in detail; she 

agreed to participate in the research, and she also signed the informed consent form 

before spring term 2011.  

During the first week of Spring term 2011, I went to each instructor’s class to 

talk to students about my research. The research purpose and process was explained in 

detail. Interested student participants signed the Informed Consent Forms (Appendix 
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F). The Informed Consent Form for students was written in English but with simple 

vocabulary and sentence structures. This was to ensure that all students understand the 

content as well as their roles and rights as participants. The instructors and I were also 

available to answer students’ questions. All signed Informed Consent Forms have 

been secured in a locked file cabinet by my major professor Dr. Chris Ward, and they 

will be retained and kept secure for three years.  

Throughout the term, I did design and editing to the PowerPoint slideshows 

that the instructors requested. I kept the instructors’ original ideas and only formatted 

or created the slides in the way that they wanted. I sent the PowerPoint files to the 

instructors every time before the class to make sure the slides had met their needs. I 

also accepted each instructor’s suggested ideas as well as suggestions for change.  

During this research study, I observed all classes given by both instructors 

throughout weeks 2 to 10 during the term. Students were given questionnaires at the 

end of each week (from week 2 to 10). I collected the questionnaires and analyzed the 

data before the coming week started. I shared the data from the questionnaires with the 

instructors by typing students’ answers into Word documents and then sent the files to 

the instructors. Our weekly discussions were held when we met before or after class, 

and we also communicated through email exchanges.   

During week 1, I only observed the classes and took notes, though the two 

instructors and I had been communicating. The purpose of this was to see what was 

happening in natural classroom settings while taking multiple perspectives into 

consideration.  
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Starting week 2, I began to design PowerPoint slides based on the individual 

instructor’s needs, and I made sure all editing had reflected the instructor’s request.  

During our weekly discussions, we reflected on what had happened in classes in the 

previous week, and we worked collaboratively to seek strategies that would encourage 

students’ participation and knowledge construction. I continued to share my notes 

from observation as well as the data I received from the students. The two instructors 

continued to lead our discussions; and I took notes of their requests for the design of 

the next series of PowerPoint slides. I only gave suggestions when I was asked to, 

because I wanted to respect the instructors’ teaching styles and their preferences 

regarding PowerPoint use. Classroom observations were continued, and students were 

given questionnaires at the end of each week in class.  

In weeks 6 and 7, I individually interviewed four students in total, two from 

each class. From the students who expressed their interest on the consent form 

(Appendix F) in participating in the interviews, I selected four students (two from each 

class) from different countries to do the interviews, and I also tried to select students 

who were at different performance levels in class. I asked them in person if they 

would be willing to participate in the interviews and all of them showed great interest 

in the interview.   

All interviews were planned to be one hour each with open-ended questions, 

but not all students needed that long (See appendix C for framing interview questions). 

For example, a girl from Taiwan tended to give “yes” and “no” answers, and I needed 

to ask her further questions in order to encourage her to share more thoughts and give 
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more explanations to her answers. However, I did not push too hard because I wanted 

to keep her at her comfort level. Other students who participated in the interview were 

more talkative, and two of them felt comfortable in sharing critical as well as 

supportive comments regarding the class.   

The two instructors were interviewed individually both at the beginning and at 

the end of the term. So there were four instructor’s interviews in total. The interviews 

were also planned with open-ended questions (See appendix C for framing interview 

questions). In the interviews at the beginning of the term, instructors were encouraged 

to share their teaching experience, their teaching style, and their expectations for the 

term; while in the second interview, they were asked to reflect on this term and self-

examine their performance, and how PowerPoint had played a role in teaching.  

With the interviewee’s permission, students interviews were videotaped for 

data collection and analysis purposes, because seeing the interviewees’ images could 

help me in comprehending their speaking and in interpreting the message they wanted 

to share through the shapes of their mouth as well as their body language. Instructors’ 

interviews were audiotaped because it was not difficult to transcribe their speaking. 

Transcripts of the interviews were sent to the interviewees for their verification. They 

were asked to make adjustments to their comments in the transcript. All research 

records have been stored securely by the principal investigator, Dr. Chris Ward, only 

she and I will have access to the records.   
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Data Gathering. 

There were four main sets of data in this study—data from students’ 

questionnaires, data from students’ interviews, data from instructors’ interviews, and 

data from my classroom observations.   

Students’ questionnaires. 

Questions in students’ questionnaires were designed in an open-ended form. In 

most situations, students were asked to reflect on the PowerPoint use in the past week, 

and to give suggestions for the future (see appendix B).      

Students answered the questions in their questionnaires in class, and they were 

encouraged to ask the student researcher questions if they needed assistance in 

comprehending the questions. The questionnaires were collected by the researcher at 

the end of class, and all information on paper was kept confidential. In one of the 

classes, students did not need to give their names on the questionnaires unless they 

wanted to. In the other class, students were encouraged to put their names on the 

questionnaire because the instructor wanted to give student participants extra credit for 

participation. As a result, in order to maintain students’ confidentiality in this class, 

the researcher sent the names of students (who responded to the questionnaire) via 

email to the instructor so that the instructor was only aware of the participant’s names, 

not their responses. The data from the questionnaires were analyzed by the researcher, 

and the data was also shared with the instructors on weekly basis through email.  
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Students’ interviews. 

A week before the interviews, I provided interviewees with a list of questions 

that would be asked during the interview. They were encouraged to prepare for the 

interview, and to share their thoughts with me in the sixth or seventh week in the one-

on-one interviews. They were assured that all information shared during the interviews 

was confidential. They were free to bring notes if they would like to.  All student 

interviewees agreed to be videotaped. They were assured the recordings would be only 

used for making transcripts, and I would be the only person who would have access to 

the recordings. The recordings were deleted after they were transcribed.    

Instructors’ interviews. 

During the second week and the final week of the term, I interviewed the two 

instructor participants. The interviews were one-on-one and they were videotaped with 

their permissions. Framing questions were given several days before the interviews, so 

both instructors had the time to think of the questions and be ready for the interviews. 

The transcripts were sent to the instructors a few days after the interview for their 

revision if clarification was needed.     

Classroom observations. 

I observed and took notes in both instructors’ classes during the weeks of 2 to 

10 during the term. I sat at the back of the classrooms, and I did not participate in class 

activities only with a few exceptions when the instructors invited me to respond. An 

initial presentation about my research was given to students at the beginning of the 
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term, so students were notified about my research and research methods and that they 

fully understood the reason why I was in the classroom.   

After class, besides the questionnaires that they were requested to fill out once 

a week, students were encouraged to share with me individually any personal 

emotions, suggestions, or comments about the class, or the use of PowerPoint. The 

conversations were either carried before or after class in a casual form but notes were 

taken and were used as part of the data. Students and instructors were also encouraged 

to give me any suggestions and questions if they had any.    

The data collecting process confined throughout the 11 weeks of Spring term 

2011. The timeline of the study is shown below in table 3.1.  

Table 3.1  

Time schedule for the study  

Term Week of the 

term 

Task 

Winter, 

2011 

Beginning Recruit instructors.  

End  Meeting with the two instructor volunteers. 

 

Spring, 

2011 

Week 1 Observations only by student researcher. 

Week 2-10 Instructors’ interview (in week 2); Observations 

and working with the instructors; students’ 

questionnaires (one per week). 

Week 6-7 Students’ interviews. 

Week 11 Instructors’ interviews.  
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Data Analysis. 

Coding. 

All questionnaire and interview transcripts were coded. Saldana (2009) 

suggested “a code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that 

symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 3).  

Both Descriptive Coding and In Vivo Coding were used in this study. 

Descriptive Coding is “essential groundwork for Second Cycle coding and further 

analysis and interpretation” (Wolcott, as cited in Saldana, 2009). In Vivo Coding, 

according to Stringer (as cited in Saldana), is very applicable to action research since it 

helps to grasp what is crucial to the participants. In this research, data were coded as 

they were collected throughout the term and also after the term when the complete 

collections of data were available.          

The whole coding process included pre-coding, preliminary coding and final 

coding. In the process of pre-coding, I glanced through the whole transcript and 

highlighted the parts that were worth reading in detail. After pre-coding was finished, I 

started to read through the transcript carefully and to jot down notes as preliminary 

data. Descriptive Coding was used in this process. The preliminary code was a general 

summary of raw data. The last step in coding the data was to look through all 

preliminary codes and then assign final codes down.  This is a process of In Vivo 

Coding. The preliminary codes served as a transition from the original raw data to the 
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final codes, the purpose of which was to make the final coding more detailed and 

specific.  

The raw data was transferred into a digital format (typed into a Microsoft 

Word document). Sessions were divided by the original questions (see Appendix D) 

that were formatted in bold. A wide space was left on the right side of the pages for 

preliminary coding and final coding. There were four columns in total on each page. 

The very left side was the raw data, the second column to the left was vivo coding, and 

the 3
rd

 column to the left indicated any emotions that students had, and the column on 

the right was descriptive coding. Only raw data was printed. Both preliminary codes 

and final codes were handwritten.   

For the purpose of checking the accuracy of coding, a recent doctoral graduate 

from the College of Education was invited to code the raw data using the same method. 

A few pages of the raw data were randomly selected for the graduate to code, and the 

comparison results showed there was a 90% or above match of the coding that was 

done by the student researcher.     

Communication and action. 

The communication in this research involved three parts: (a) First, the 

communication between the student researcher and the two instructors every week 

during which the collected data was shared. Lesson plans were discussed and technical 

support for PowerPoint was requested if there was a need. Because of the limited time 

instructors had, some discussions were held via emails; (b) The second part of the 

communication was the communication between the student researcher and the 
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students. The students submitted questionnaires every week, from which the student 

researcher learned about their thoughts and suggestions for change. Personal 

communication was also part of the communication. Students were encouraged to talk 

to the student researcher in person about their concerns, thoughts, questions, and 

suggestions; and (c) In the students’ and instructors’ interviews, communication was 

the essential component. Open-ended questions were asked, and all interviewees were 

encouraged to share their thoughts openly.     

When the instructors and I identified strategies to address problems, those 

strategies represent the action stage in the action research model. Stringer (2004) 

suggested that action is to create knowledge and understanding “from research inquiry 

for immediate practical purposes—resolution of the problem or issue on which 

research has focused” (p. 151). The next step, as Stringer explained, is “an important 

transition moving from essentially reflective and communicative processes to practical 

actions that enable researchers to achieve the purposes of their inquiry” (p. 151).   

The purpose of the naturalistic inquiry that was used in this research was to 

understand students’ subjective experience and to explore the effective ways of using 

presentation software in classroom practices. Therefore, the actions in this research 

involved solving problems and improving classroom practices. The two instructors 

and I worked collaboratively throughout the process with the instructors as the carriers 

of the actions in class.  
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Role of Researcher. 

In this research study, I played multiple roles throughout the 9 weeks: (a) I was 

an “unobtrusive observer” in the classrooms during each class session, and I took 

notes on teacher-student communication as well as students’ behaviors; (b) I 

developed student questionnaires (see Appendix B) on a weekly basis and analyzed 

the data to understand students’ perceptions of PowerPoint use and student-teacher 

communication during that week; (c) I conducted interviews with students (see 

Appendix C) during weeks 6 and 7, and interviews with instructors (see Appendix C) 

at the beginning and the end of the term; and (d) I designed and created PowerPoint 

slides for instructors to use in their classes according to their needs and requests. I was 

a “collaborator” with instructors during our discussions of instructional design.  

Knowing the existence of researchers/observers in the classroom may very 

likely influence the data, I chose to be unobtrusive in class as an observer in order to 

keep the data change at a minimum. I sat in the corner of the classroom to keep a 

distance from all students and teachers. I did not interact with the instructor or students 

either physically or verbally, except in a few cases when the instructor invited me to 

participate.  

Although I had been an unobtrusive observer in class, I was open to 

suggestions and comments from all students after class. The students were also 

notified that their input would be part of the data for this research study.   I welcomed 

them to talk to me either before or after class about their needs, emotions, what they 

liked or disliked about the class, as well as their suggestions for me and the instructors. 
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I jotted down notes after these conversations, and the data was used as part of the 

resources for the discussion and collaboration when I met with the instructors.  

The collaborative work before and after a class was the key to this research. I 

did not make any decisions as a researcher, but I provided comments and suggestions 

only when I was invited to share ideas. The two instructors were the decision makers, 

and I provided as much support as I could, such as editing PowerPoint slides in the 

way they wanted them to be, and finding external resources they needed in class. 
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Chapter 4-Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research study was to discover and explore how teaching 

that is supported by presentation software (PowerPoint in this particular study) was 

perceived by English language learners (ELLs) and instructors as well as the student 

researcher. The participants of this research study were from the highest two levels—

level 5 and level 6 (intermediate to advanced and advanced levels) of students and 

instructors from a language institute at a state university. The language institute has 

multiple programs designed for ELL international students who want to study at a US 

university.  

In the research study, John (assigned name for one of the instructors) had 20 

years teaching experience while Ruby (assigned name for one of the instructors) had 

25 years teaching experience. Both of them are respected teachers, and they were both 

involved on various committees in the institute.  I observed 10 weeks (an entire term) 

of Ruby’s Guided Observation class (2 sections), which enrolled a mixture of listening 

and speaking level 5 and level 6 students,  and 9 weeks (due to John’s personal 

preference) of John’s level 5 Listening and Speaking class during Spring term 2011.    

The Level 5 Listening and Speaking class was an advanced level course in the 

ELL institute. This course aimed to help ELLs to build speaking and listening skills 

that they needed in academic and professional settings as well as in some social 

situations. Students were expected to be highly engaged in class discussions, 

presentations, listening exercises and all other assigned class projects and activities. 
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Note-taking was also emphasized in this course to prepare students for attending 

college courses in the future. The class met every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for 

50 minutes, and every Tuesday and Thursday for 80 minutes. The first class started on 

the Thursday in week one and my observation started on Monday in week two in 

respect of John’s personal preference. The nationality demographics in John’s class 

are shown in table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 

Nationality Demographics in John’s Class 

Nationality Asian South American Middle Eastern 

Number of 

Students 

 

10 

 

2 

 

7 

 

There were 19 students enrolled in John’s class and all of them signed the 

informed consent form at the beginning of the second week. There were a few students 

absent from class quite often, thus there were always less than 19 students in the 

classroom.   

Ruby’s class was an elective class in the ELL institute. It was the Guided 

Observation class that enrolled students whose listening and speaking level had 

reached either level 5 or level 6, because students at these levels usually have the 

ability of following and understanding college level lectures, and they are close to the 

stage of  being enrolled in universities in the US. The Guided Observation class was 

specifically designed to prepare students for the American university classrooms. This 

class had two sessions per week, and besides regular class meeting time, each student 

was required to observe a lower division undergraduate level class to practice taking 
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notes in university classes. Ruby assisted students with class selection. The quality of 

students’ class notes would directly affect their final grade for Ruby’s class (pass or no 

pass). Since it was a class that helped orient ELLs for American universities, topics 

like cross-cultural awareness, the US education system, and academic adjustment were 

included as part of the course. The development of note-taking skills was a very 

important part of this course. Students spent most of the time in class practicing their 

note-taking skills. The nationality demographic in Ruby’s class is shown in Table 4.2 

and Table 4.3. 

Table 4.2 

Nationality Demographics of Ruby’s class (Section 1, Noon Section) 

 

Nationality Asian South American Middle Eastern 

Number of 

Students 

 

3 

 

2 

 

4 

 

There were over nine students enrolled in Ruby’s class section 1, but students 

who had taken the class before were not required to come to class. Nine students who 

were in class signed the informed consent form. There were two students in class who 

did not sign the informed consent form, and they were not included in any of the 

discussions in this dissertation.  
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Table 4.3 

 

Demographics of Ruby’s class (section 2, afternoon section) 

 

Nationality Asian South American Middle Eastern 

Number of 

Students 

 

3 

 

1 

 

10 

 

 

There were over 14 students enrolled in Ruby’s class section 2, but students 

who had taken the class before were not required to come to class. All 14 students who 

were in class signed the informed consent form, though there were a few students who 

stopped coming to class.  

The population of the ELL institute was a mixture of high school graduates and 

students who had college degrees but came to prepare for going to graduate school in 

the US. Both John and Ruby had high school and college graduates in their classes. 

From the data I gathered from the students (only 17 students responded to the 

demographic questionnaire), 70% of the students from Middle East had recently 

graduated from high school while 30% had a bachelor’s degree. All of the Asian 

students had a bachelor’s degree except one who was a recent high school graduate.         

In this research study, each week is a data collection cycle starting the second 

week of the term, thus data collection and analysis in this chapter is presented mostly 

in the order of data collection cycles (by weeks). In this chapter, I attempt to paint a 

picture of both John’s and Ruby’s classrooms, including the perspectives of John and 

Ruby, their students, as well as my perspectives as an observer.  Because of the nature 

of action research, interpretation of data is shared in this chapter, but higher level 
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interpretations, discussions and conclusions are included in the chapter 5. The data 

collection cycle is shown in Table 4.4.  

Table 4.4 

Data Collection Cycle 

 Date(Year 2011) Activities 

Cycle Week 

of 

Term 

John Ruby John Ruby 

1 2 4/4-4/8 3/31-4/7 Obs./Q Obs./Q 

2 3 4/11-4/15 4/12-4/14 Obs./Q./Intv.I.          Obs./Q./Intv.I.          

3 4 4/18-4/22 4/19-4/21 Obs. Obs. 

4 5 4/25-4/29 4/26-4/28 Obs./Q. Obs./Q. 

5 6 5/2-5/6 5/3-5/5 Obs./Q. Obs. 

6 7 5/9-5/13 5/10-5/12 Obs./Q./Intv.S.          Obs./Q. 

7 8 5/16-5/20 5/17-5/19 Obs./Q. Obs./Intv.S.          

8 9 5/23-5/27 5/24-5/26 Obs./Q. None 

9 10 5/30-6/6 5/31-6/2 Obs./Q./Intv.I.          Obs./Q./Intv.I.          

 

Note. In this table, “Obs.” stands for “observation”; “Q.” stands for “questionnaire”, 

“Intv.I.” stands for “interview instructor”; “Intv.S.” stands for “interview students”.      

  

Joining the Classes 

Due to the setup of the programs, the ELL institution that was physically 

located at the state university has a slightly different schedule from the regular campus 

classes. The ELL classes did not usually start on the first day of the first week, 
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because students were required to take pre-tests that would help instructors know the 

students better. In Spring term 2011, the first day of class was the first Thursday. Due 

to some personal business, John could not come to the class on the first day, and he 

preferred me to go to his class on the following Monday. Ruby felt comfortable with 

me going to her first class on Thursday. 

Informed Consent Process 

John’s class. 

I was five minutes early to John’s class on Monday. It was my first class visit 

and I wanted to make sure I found an appropriate place to sit. I chose to sit beside the 

instructor’s console next to the wall from where I could observe all students without 

being too exposed to distract them from class. Class setting is shown in Figure 4.1. 

Since John and his students had already met on Friday, April 1
st
, he introduced me to 

the class as soon as he set his bag down after he entered the room.     
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Figure 4.1.   

John’s Classroom Setting (Monday, Wednesday & Friday) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is John’s Monday, Wednesday and Friday classroom setting. On 

Tuesdays and Thursdays, the class met in a different classroom but the setting was 

very similar. The difference was students used individual chairs/desks with writing 

boards on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, but they sat at two-person tables on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays.   

As John and I had discussed before class, I gave a 15-minute presentation to 

the students at the beginning of the class to guide them in reading through the student 

consent form, to help them better understand the purpose and the methods of the 

Instructor’s  

Console 

White board 

Screen 

Me 

Door 

Window 
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research, and to address their questions. PowerPoint was used as visual support in my 

presentation. I used images, animations, as well as texts on my slides, not only to 

explain the research, but also to show students and the instructor ways of using 

presentation tools, and what could be done in PowerPoint. The presentation was 

successful—students all understood the research idea, and only a few of them had 

questions about the check box and signing names. John was especially interested in 

the animations—how to make them to support what I was saying, and how to make 

them happen in PowerPoint.  

It was my first time projecting PowerPoint slides onto a white board instead of 

a pull-down screen. I noticed the white board and the projector gave the slides a 

different effect, such as the sharpness of the colors and images, and the bright spot on 

the board from the projector that blanked part of the screen. I quickly realized as an 

instructor, knowing the actual equipment in the classroom is very critical. I pointed out 

and explained the parts that I thought students might have trouble seeing.  A few slide 

examples are shown in Figure 4.2.  
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Figure 4.2 

Example Slides From the Presentation in Students Consent Process 

 

  

 

 

This was the first slide. 

It was to introduce the 

main idea of the 

research.  

This was the slide 

explaining who the 

participants were.  

This was the slide 

explaining what 

students participants 

were expected to do in 

this research.  



90 
 

 
 

All these slides were animated. I paced the timing of certain elements 

appearing on the board to match my instruction. For some students who were enrolled 

in level 5 Listening and Speaking class, their reading and writing level may or may not 

have reached level 5, while some of them had reached reading and writing level 6. In 

order to coordinate students at different reading levels, I highlighted the key words 

and I made sure I was saying those words as they were highlighted. I indicated when 

to look at the board, and when to look at the printed student’s consent form. I noticed 

most students were right on task while a few were a little slower. Those students who 

were slower looked at their peers to seek hints of what they were supposed to do, and I 

made sure not to move on until all of them were on the same page.     

As I was presenting, John was standing next to the front door overseeing the 

presentation. He looked at the students frequently to see if any of them were confused, 

but everyone clearly understood the instructions. Sometimes when animations came to 

action, John had a big smile on his face—he told me after class that he was very 

pleased to see how PowerPoint slides could be used in a way that he was not familiar 

with, and how effective it appeared to be. He was very excited to see the potential of 

PowerPoint use in this class.   

Ruby’s class. 

The two sections of Ruby’s class had slightly different settings. In the noon 

section (called section 1 in this dissertation), the classroom was long and narrow (see 

Figure 4.3) and students sat in pairs behind the tables. I decided to sit at the very back 

of the classroom, because I might distract the students if I were to sit in the front since 
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the room is narrow, and I would be in students’ vision when they looked to the front. 

Although sitting in the back made it difficult to observe, I thought keeping the lowest 

level of risk of distracting the students would be the best.  

Figure 4.3 

Ruby’s Class Setting, Section 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. This is Ruby’s Session One class setting. Usually there were two students 

sitting at one desk.  
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Ruby’s afternoon class (called section 2) shared the classroom where John’s 

class met on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays (Figure 4.1). I sat at the same corner 

where I sat in John’s class, because the classroom was wide, and students did not have 

to look past me to see the front.   

I gave the same initial presentation to Ruby’s two sections, and I sensed a 

dynamic difference between the two. Students from section 1 seemed to be more 

distant—they were more quiet, and they did not show too much euthusiasm when I 

gave the presentation although all but two students were interested in the research and 

were very willing to participate. Ruby’s section 2 class was a more active group; many 

students had smiles on their face as I gave the presentation, and all of them signed the 

informed consent form without any hesitation.   

Both Ruby and I were pleased with the result since Ruby’s class was an 

elective class, and students were less likely to do anything extra, especially when there 

was no personal benefit for participating in the research study. A student came to talk 

to me after class, and our conversation indicated the presentation I gave had 

demonstrated how presentation tools could be used differently in teaching and learning, 

and this had given students positive impressions of a different style of PowerPoint use.   

“Weiwei, do you teach any other classes at OSU? …this campus?” 

“Yes, I do some guest lectures, why?” 

“What time is your class? Can I go?” 

“Well, every term is different, and I won’t know till later this term, but I’ll let 

you know for sure.” 
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“I really want to go to your class because I really like your teaching style.”  

I thanked the student and Ruby laughed—she was pleased to see my 

presentation was successful and students liked it. It gave both Ruby and me the 

courage to try to use presenation tools in a more creative way in this class.  

Classes in the First Cycle 

John’s classes in the first cycle. 

There were five classes in the first cycle of data collection. I had the 

opportunity to see students’ performances in class, John’s lecture style, the activities 

they did, as well as experience the classroom atmosphere.   

Students’ presentations. 

John started his class with students’ presentations. Students were assigned to 

get in pairs to get to know each other before they introduced their partners to the 

whole class. It was a good opportunity for me to observe the students and to have a 

sense of what they did well, and what they needed help with. Because there was not 

enough time for all students to present in one day, the presentations were divided into 

two classes, and they were divided randomly. In both sessions, all students used 

written notes. Most students who presented on the first day relied heavily on reading 

what they had written about their partners; thus, they seldom looked up to make eye 

contact with the audience. In my notes, I wrote “It is more like reading, not 

necessarily speaking. Many students look bored.” But there were two students who 

stood out as being confident without much note-reading, and they obviously had 
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attracted more attention from the audience—there was  much more eye-contact 

between these presenters and the audience.   

Students who presented on the second day had less note reading because they 

had more time to prepare for the speech and many of them had memorized more 

details. All of the presenters took their notes to the front of the classroom, but many of 

them did not read as much as the students who presented on the previous day. John’s 

comments were also relatively more positive than what he had given to the students 

the day before. However, reciting was not the objective of this class—reciting is not 

communication. In addition, it was difficult for John to be fair in grading because 

students in the second day seemed to perform better, but they had more time to 

memorize the sentences they wrote.   

After all students had presented, John gave some feedback on how to speak in 

order to perform better in speaking tasks. He wrote on the board:  

Speaking clearly:  

1. Slow down 

2. Say each word clearly 

3. Listen  

 To my surprise, nobody in the audience took notes on this while both John and 

I thought it was important information, and they should have written it down. Students 

were mostly staring. I wrote in my memo, “maybe they will remember these by heart, 

or maybe they will forget as they leave the room. I can’t tell from their stares.”       
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Group activities.    

In John’s class, a textbook was used extensively. Most times, the selection of 

activities in the textbook directed the class activities. In each chapter of the textbook, 

the first section was titled “Building Background Knowledge”, which contained an 

activity designed to help students become more familiar with the topic of the chapter. 

In this segment of class, John put students into five groups (three or four students in 

each group) and each group was assigned to talk about an object that was shown in the 

picture in the textbook. See Figure 4.4. The question was:  

Look at the list of factors to consider when purchasing a product. Which 

factors are most important when purchasing the items in the picture? 

a. cost                                                d. how it looks, tastes, or smells 

b. health or safety                             e. the brand (company name) 

c. how well it works                          f. how it makes you feel 

Students were asked to discuss and to negotiate with their group members to 

decide a final answer to the question which would be shared with the whole class. No 

visual aids were used when John assigned the activity although all students had their 

textbooks with all the information John was referring to. I thought students looked 

confused and I heard some students flipping through the pages. I wrote in my memo, 

“no one has asked anything yet but I wonder if they really understand what is going 

on…they look confused.”   
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Figure 4.4  

 Discussion Assignment in Textbook  
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In this activity, each group of students was assigned to talk about one object in 

the paper, and   they were asked to discuss the questions on this page in their own 

groups before they share the answers with the whole class.    

A few minutes into the group discussion, a student from group one raised her 

hand and asked John to clarify the assignment. John pointed to the picture in her 

textbook, and he explained the assignment to her and her group again. All students in 

her group seemed to understand right away. Soon another student asked John the 

pronunciations of the objects in the picture, and John held up a textbook and pointed 

to each item while pronouncing them. Some students were squinting to see which 

object John was pointing at while some stretched their necks as far as possible to 

shorten the distance between them and the textbook. With items printed small and 

close together, it was difficult for John to point to the exact item using his index finger.   

As I thought all questions were taken care of and everyone was on task, 

students in group three raised their hands and asked John for clarification of the 

assignment. Group five did not ask any questions but all students  realized they totally 

misunderstood the assignment when John walked to their group to check with them. It 

was about 15 minutes into the group activity, yet most students were still not sure 

what they were supposed to do. As an observer in the class, I started to feel anxious 

because John had talked to me about his concern of having enough time to cover all 

the materials that needed to be covered in this class. I wrote myself a highlighted note 

“possible visual,” meaning some visual aids might be a great help here. Instead of 

pointing to the textbook to explain things when students were confused, a visual aid 
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might have helped students to see clearly allowing John to explain the assignment with 

more clarity and efficiency. The small amount of extra time before class to scan the 

page of the textbook and put the image on the big screen could save time in class.  

When the volume in the classroom started to drop, John drew a table on the 

white board. He wanted to give students a visual presentation of the answers students 

were going to share. However, I could not tell from students’ facial expressions 

whether or not they understood the purpose of the table John was drawing. Some of 

them slightly frowned:     

                                                   Most                                     least 

Car 

Dishwashing liquid 

Mp3 

Skateboard 

Soda pop 

Sneaker  

 

Before John asked individual groups, he asked the whole class to choose the 

most and least important factors if they were going to buy a car. Although John 

showed students how he wanted the activity to work, the first two groups of students 

were still confused when it was their turn to share the answer. They looked at each 

other and whispered, “What?” “Say what’s most important?” “Tell John?” “Me?” I 

started to wonder if it would have made a difference if John had the image projected 

on the board when he gave the instructions to the assignment, or if it would help if he 

had shown the table to students at an earlier time so that students would have known 

John’s expectations. I concluded from my observations that different approaches to the 
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assignment might have improved the communication between John and the students, 

especially using visual aids for clarification of expectations. 

Cloze exercise. 

Listening cloze was one of the key components in higher level listening and 

speaking classes in this language institution. John and his students spent a lot of time 

doing cloze exercises throughout the term. The first cloze exercise was a relatively 

easy one. It was a story about a lady wearing black clothing. The DVD recording was 

very slow and the speaker pronounced every word very clearly. The speed of speech 

was much slower than normal talking speed—any university instructor/professor 

would speak much faster. If ELLs could not understand the recording and take notes, 

then they would not be ready for classes that are taught in English at the university 

level in America.  

From the place where I was sitting, I could see how most students did the cloze 

exercise—many of them tended to spell out the whole word in the blank, and they did 

not write very fast. As a result, many of them missed the following word by the time 

they finished spelling the previous one. John paused the CD at the end of the first 

paragraph, and I immediately heard sighing from the students as if they were relieved 

John gave them a break and the task was temporarily over. “Not enough time!” one 

student said, followed by layers of “yeah…” 

Apparently John sensed the emotions from the students also. He somewhat 

calmed the students as he promised he would play the story twice. I did notice when 

he played the CD for the second time, at least eight out of 16 students were actively 
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adding words in the blanks, and many of them were almost as busy as the first time. 

This conveyed to me that half of the students were struggling with listening and 

writing at the same time, and more practice was needed.  

Since it was the first listening cloze exercise for this class, it was not graded 

but only used as an in-class exercise. John took out the printed transcript of the story 

and put it on the document camera, and he asked students to check the answers by 

themselves. As I was having a hard time following the small print on the screen from a 

very close distance from the screen, students were also struggling, especially students 

who sat at the back. It took most students a long time to actually find the location of 

the missing words, and some of them were squinting (I assume it was hard to see the 

spelling also). When John thought students were done checking their answers, he 

moved to the white board to his right hand side and changed his topic to the history of 

English to explain to students why English spelling is difficult. It was a very 

interesting piece of information, but some students were still looking at the transcript 

that was still projected on the screen and trying to correct their answers, rather than 

listen to John. As John was drawing maps and jotting down notes on the white board, 

only two students took some notes. Initially I thought students’ lack of note-taking 

was because they thought the history of English would not be tested, but what I saw in 

another class activity negated this assumption.  

Watching the recorded lecture on DVD. 

The textbook that was used for the level 5 Listening and Speaking class had 

lecture listening exercises for each chapter, and it came with a DVD.  Before John 
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played the first recorded lecture in the DVD, he reminded the students that taking 

notes was very important because they needed do the exercises in the textbook after 

the lecture was played. As John was getting the DVD ready, 11 students picked up 

their pens and were ready to take notes while there were still some students who did 

not seem to care much.  

This first lecture linked with the content in the textbook was about marketing, 

and I thought it would generate a great interest among the students since many of them 

were going to major in business, and some of them already had a degree in economics 

or a related field. Students were asked to write down the three topics that were covered 

in the lecture, as well as the “topic lecture language” (the academic words/phrases the 

lecturer used to talk about the topic) that was used by the lecturer. The lecturer in the 

video did not use PowerPoint or any type of visual aids, except for writing a few 

words on big pieces of white paper. I noticed some students in John’s class never 

looked up at the screen throughout the lecture—they were busy taking notes, and it 

looked like they were doing a dictation, while some students were the opposite—they 

looked at the lecturer but did not take notes.  

I also noticed many students had a hard time deciding what information was 

important and what was not. Here are two examples: (a) In the middle of the lecture, 

John stopped the DVD and asked the students if they knew the word “neuromarking.” 

None of the students knew the word, but none of them jotted down any notes after 

John explained; and (b) when the lecturer ended the second topic by giving an 

example of the brain activity of men looking at cars, and then moved on to the third 
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topic, three students were still busy writing down the example the lecturer gave, while 

the others were still staring. Only one student appeared to notice the topic change and 

quickly wrote something.       

John put students in groups to make a rough outline of the lecture after he had 

played it on the DVD twice. I happened to sit next to a group of students, and I 

overheard their complaints:  

“She spoke too much!” 

“That’s it? I remember she said a lot!” 

“Can’t recognize my own handwriting!” 

“I don’t know what I was thinking, I just stared at her. When I realized I need 

to take notes, she is done with the lecture.” 

During the first week, I also noticed students had difficulty reading their John’s 

handwriting on the board, and John acknowledged that also. There were times students 

wanted to take notes, but they hesitated—they wrote down a few letters, looked at 

them, and looked up on the board to check. They repeated this many times, and I 

wondered how much they had missed of John’s instruction since they were trying to 

figure out what the words were. One time John had to stop and asked the students if 

they could read his handwriting. Students responded with silence, and both John and I 

took that as a “no.” John paused the lecture, and went back to the things he wrote on 

the board, and read through all things he wrote with the students.  But from students’ 

facial expressions, I could not see any changes that indicated they had a better 

understanding.  
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“Are you with me?” 

“No.” 

This time students answered without hesitation. I sensed some frustration from 

both John and the students.   

During the first week, I did share what I saw in class with John, but I did not 

help produce any materials for this class because I wanted to learn John’s teaching 

style, and I wanted to get to know the students. John did not use any presentation tools 

other than the document camera, which students did not necessarily enjoy according to 

their questionnaires in the next cycle (I will address this in the next cycle of data). 

When using the document camera, John tended to read the text. For example, when 

John read through the presentation assignment sheet from the document camera, one 

student was obviously not listening, one student was staring at John, one student was 

staring at the white board (blank stare without any eye movement), and the rest of the 

students were reading their own handouts by themselves. It occurred to me that 

something could be done to improve students’ understanding of the materials.  

Ruby’s classes in the first cycle. 

Ruby cultivated a strong rapport with students. Because she was friendly, 

pleasant, and considerate, she listened to students with patience and respect, and she 

had a good sense of humor; they respected her for these qualities, and not just because 

she had a Ph.D in linguistics. Ruby invited me to her first class, and I had the 

opportunity to learn about the students’ interests, and how Ruby used technology.  
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Search for University classes.  

Helping students find a university class to observe was a major part of the 

Ruby’s Guided Observation course. Ruby spent most of the time in her first class to 

show students where to look for classes on the university website. Ruby went to the 

website, navigated the links, and students could follow her on the projected screen. I 

observed that when Ruby brought new links to students and the screen changed 

frequently, some of them went off track, and in later classes Ruby had to explain 

things over again to those students who had missed the details. I saw many blank 

stares, and Ruby did also. She asked the students if they all understood how to get to 

the website and, she received no answer but blank stares again. Silence and blank 

stares seemed to be the default unspoken “no” for many international students, 

especially students from Asia. 

  As an observer, I thought it was interesting to see students were not taking 

notes in the class that specifically aimed at helping them develop note-taking skills. 

Students were not jotting down what Ruby said was important, and they were not 

writing down the details that I thought would be very easy to forget, such as the due 

date of assignments and the steps of getting to the class catalog. Students who were 

enrolled in Ruby’s class all had reached listening and speaking level five, and some 

had reached level six, but I felt they were still having a hard time taking any notes 

while listening. In a few following classes, some students asked Ruby about 

information that she had talked about in class previously. Students either did not hear 



105 
 

 
 

or understand when Ruby gave the information, or students did not remember the 

information since they did not take notes.     

 Ruby’s presentations with PowerPoint. 

Ruby had been a strong supporter of using visual aids in class, but she seldom 

used PowerPoint in this particular course. She told me there were PowerPoint slides 

made by another instructor who had taught the class before. Because this course had 

its unique characteristics and structures that most students were not familiar with, 

these particular PowerPoint slides were for giving instructions relevant to this course. 

These PowerPoint slides were then inherited by subsequent instructors like many other 

teaching materials that were used in this language institute at the university.  

Before class, Ruby told me she actually did not prefer to use the PowerPoint 

slides, but she thought it would be a good experiment from my point of view. I wanted 

to see how these typically text-based PowerPoint slides worked for her ELL students.  

The PowerPoint slides had been created strictly following the “PowerPoint 

invitations” as shown in figure 4.5. The content slides were heavily text-based and 

organized by bullet points. When Ruby used them, she magically lost her normal 

attraction to the students.        
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Figure 4.5  

PowerPoint Invitation 

  

  

 

 

Note. Because the original slides were created by another instructor who was not  

a participant in this research study, I did not include the original slides in the figures in 

the presentation.   

 

Write your title 

here. 

Write your subtitle 

here. 

Write your title here. 

Write your bullet points 

here.  
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My impression of Ruby’s instructional style from previous sessions was that 

Ruby was very good at interacting with students and attracting their attention. 

However, with the use of the PowerPoint slides, Ruby seemed to have lost what she 

was good at. She was constrained behind the instructor console because she had to be 

close enough to the monitor to read what was on the screen and to advance the slides. 

She was reading so much that she had no time to make eye contact with students and, 

thus, she was receiving no feedback from them. While Ruby was busy reading, her 

students were either looking at her, or staring at the screen looking bored. There were 

no questions, no conversations, no facial expressions, no laughter, no note-taking—

only reading and staring.  

The other set of PowerPoint slides Ruby used was for teaching the Cornell 

method of note-taking which she had retrieved online. This series of slides was packed 

with text as shown in Figure 4.6—my conclusion following Ruby’s use of this series 

of slides was that it contained useful information, and it might be an appropriate piece 

of material for self-directed learning or use as instructional materials for students to 

take home during the review process, but it did not appear effective in Ruby’s class.  
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Figure 4.6 

The PowerPoint slides for Introducing Cornell Notes 

 

  

Note. This is the slide sorter view of the PowerPoint slides. Decorative images were 

used in most of the slides. This slide show is retrieved from 

www.sdcoe.net/lret/avid/resources/Cornell_Notes-presentation.ppt 

 

Ruby was a fun teacher, and I was attracted to her humor, her way of 

communicating with students, her sensitivity of students’ emotions and questions, and 

her quick responses to expected and unexpected situations. However, these 

PowerPoint slides seemed to take these positive attributes away from her, and she 

could not keep from reading the slides to the students. Students respected her enough 

to stay quiet, but they looked bored. They glanced at the screen really fast whenever 

there was a slide change, but they did not even bother to look closely at the slide, 

rather looked back at Ruby who was busy reading the slide. Once in a while Ruby 

would step away from the PowerPoint to give an example or to share a story, and the 

http://www.sdcoe.net/lret/avid/resources/Cornell_Notes-presentation.ppt
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class immediately seemed to be alive again. But there were many times that even I 

could not see the text on the screen,  such as slide seven and eight in Figure 4.6, and 

Ruby seemed to be frustrated with the layout also because she simply skipped some of 

the slides and moved to the next ones. I thought this was a good example of a “death 

by PowerPoint” situation, but I saw the potential that Ruby could do better with a 

PowerPoint designed for classroom instruction and for her. 

Classes in the Second Cycle 

John’s classes in the second cycle. 

John invited me to join him in the preparation of the instructional materials.  

Building background knowledge. 

After seeing how the “Build Background Knowledge” part of the text was 

discussed in chapter one, and how confused students were, John and I decided to try to 

bring the chart in the textbook onto the screen to better direct students’ attention. 

Chapter three was about trends in children’s media use. John thought it was very 

relevant to the students, and he believed students would be more interested if we could 

do a simple survey of the students and put the results on the slide. Before John started 

chapter three, and without students knowing what chapter three was about, John had 

asked students some questions about whether or not they used media in certain ways, 

and they raised their hands to show a “yes” answer. I wrote down the number of 

students who said “yes”, and I calculated the percentages to later put them on the 

screen. I copied the basic format of the chart from the textbook, added animation to 

control what to show at a certain time, and put data from John’s students’ survey on 
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the right slide to compare with the data provided in the textbook.  The slide is shown 

in Figure 4.7. 

Figure 4.7 

A PowerPoint Slide for Introducing Background Knowledge 

  

  

 

This slide was animated, which means information on the slide was presented 

in a sequence controlled by John. A sample of the sequence is shown in Figure 4.8.   
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Figure 4.8  

The Sequence of the PowerPoint Slide for Introducing Background Knowledge  

 

 

 

 

 

The X Axis was shown from 

left to right, followed by the 

values.  

The Y Axis was shown from 

bottom to top, followed by the 

activity “watch TV” and a bar 

(going from left to right) to 

indicate the value shown.   

The bar that indicates the value 

of “listen to the radio” was 

shown.   

The second activity “listen to 

the radio” appeared.   
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Students showed concentration as John presented the information. I thought 

they realized they were asked the same questions the day before and they were curious 

about the data shown in the book. John paced himself by showing the information 

gradually and discussing it with the students. His rhythm was easy to follow. All 

except one student were looking up at the screen. It was good to see that John and the 

majority of the students were engaged in the same activity. After the data from the 

textbook was presented, John showed the survey result from the students themselves, 

and all of the students looked up and smiled. It was the first time I saw the entire class 

smiling in unison. 

John did not limit himself to just showing and comparing the data. He pointed 

to the numbers that seemed interesting, and he asked students about them.     

“Well, 100% of you use computers and go online in a typical day! What do you 

do online?” John asked in a tone that might suggest surprise by this percentage.  

“Play video games.” 

“I watch YouTube, and I get on Facebook. I play Facebook too often and I just 

start to waste time.”(Laughter followed)      

“I watch a lot of videos on YouTube, funny videos…and I laugh.” 

Having observed these students for a few sessions, I felt they had never been 

so awake before. They were trying to share what they did with John and their peers, 

they were laughing, and they were jotting down notes on their textbook. I was 

impressed by their courage and desire to speak, and I admired their honesty. John was 

laughing also, and I could tell he was enjoying the conversation with the students. In 
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addition, when John moved away from the projected screen to write things on the 

white board, he was actively moving, his tone of voice changed because of excitement, 

and he frequently pointed to the screen to direct students’ attention.  All students’ eyes 

were following him and more closely than they had before.     

True or false. 

In each chapter, there was a one-page reading in the “Build Background” 

section. In chapter one, students were asked to answer three questions after the reading, 

but answers were given to them, thus I could not tell if students had written the correct 

answer or if they understood the reading. So in chapter three, after discussing with 

John, I made a slide of the reading (Figure 4.9). In this case, there were not short 

answer questions, but three true or false questions. I simply took a picture of the 

reading, saved it as an image, and I underlined the sentences that gave the answer to 

the true or false questions. I wanted to make sure students got the correct answers, and 

I wanted to make sure they understood why the statement was true or false.  
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Figure 4.9 

Reading in Chapter 3 

  

 

 

This is an animated slide. John let the lines appear on click. When John 

presented this information, he highlighted part one on the screen first by animating the 

lines I had added to the text, and then he asked students if number one statement was 

true or false. Students paused, they looked at the screen, read through the underlined 

parts, and looked down to the statement on their textbook, and a few of them said the 

answer quietly as if they were afraid that they had done it wrong while the others kept 

quiet. I felt they were a little disoriented, as if they were surprised and even confused 
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by this type of slides and teaching. John did very much the same for the second 

question, though he asked, “Where is the information?” before revealing the 

underlines. The answer was silence, he showed the underlined sentence right away as 

if to dispel an uncomfortably quiet classroom. Some students were reading the 

sentence on the slide, and some students were trying to find the sentence on their 

textbook. This was repeated for questions three.  

The outcome of the use of this slide was not as good as I anticipated, though 

there was a big difference between John’s actual use of the slide and my vision of its 

use. I was hoping to hear students’ answers first, and then ask them where they found 

the information, and at last show them the underlined sentence. I was expecting more 

participation from the students, rather than so quickly providing them with the answers. 

I shared my thoughts with John after class, and John agreed with me, but he also 

raised the concern of not having enough time. Thus, I sensed he was trying to move 

fast subconsciously.  

Students’ presentations.  

Students were assigned to give a presentation with the theme of “This I 

Believe.” They were asked to go to the website http://thisibelieve.org/essays/featured/ 

to find stories of personal interest. In the presentation, each student was asked to share 

two vocabulary words from the story they chose, and they needed to explain the 

reasons why they chose the story, share a biography of the author, give a summary of 

the story, and finally respond to it in a personal way.  

http://thisibelieve.org/essays/featured/


116 
 

 
 

John had a very detailed assignment sheet printed out for students, and he also 

projected the same assignment sheet on the screen. He read through the details for 

students, and I noticed at least half of the students pondered away. Some of them 

lowered their heads and had their eyes closed, some of them were staring at the floor, 

and some of them looked at their own assignment paper and seemed to be bored. 

Nobody was looking at the screen, and I could not tell how many of them were 

listening. John emphasized that he did not want students to use any presentation tools 

such as PowerPoint. He said, “No PowerPoint, I don’t want PowerPoint to do the 

talking for you. I am the instructor, and Weiwei is doing this research, so I can use 

PowerPoint.”  

I was not sure how to respond to this statement. John had told me that some of 

his colleagues said to him, “You don’t need PowerPoint in your Listening and 

Speaking class!” yet John was willing to try something different that might potentially 

help with teaching and learning. It was difficult to say if it was good or bad to forbid 

PowerPoint in students’ presentations at that point, because I did not have any 

trustworthy data to show allowing students to use visual aids would help them in any 

way. I just needed to wait to see what was going to happen.  

The second day after class, I overheard a Chinese girl, who was one of the 

most active students in class, asking John if she could use PowerPoint in her 

presentation, and John said no. Later the girl told me in person that she had spent 

hours making slides and that she only slept three hours the night before the 

presentation, only to find out PowerPoint was strictly not allowed. She was very 
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disappointed and frustrated because she thought slides were so commonly used in both 

China and the US. Although I thought John had made it clear that PowerPoint was not 

allowed in students’ presentations when he talked about the assignment, I still felt bad 

for the girl who was so serious about the presentation, but her work did not seem to be 

appreciated. On the other hand, it might be a sign that many students were not 

listening closely to John when one of the best students in class totally missed what 

John had said about not using PowerPoint.  

Students were allowed to bring notes with them as they presented, and all of 

them did. The majority of students relied heavily on notes, and a few of them acted 

like they were reciting. There were also a few students who spoke with confident, loud 

voices, and they did some writing on the board. These students tended to attract more 

attention from the audience than students who read or recited most the time. However, 

the atmosphere was not upbeat. Most students in the audience did not seem to listen, 

and they did not seem to care much about their peers’ presentations. I asked myself—

would some visual aids help to generate their interests?  

Listening cloze. 

Having seen students struggling with checking the listening cloze answer key 

from the projected transcript in the previous week, I suggested John try something 

different to make the mindless “giving the right answers” process a learning 

experience.  

I broke the transcript down into units of paragraphs, and I made a series of 

slides with one paragraph per slide. Knowing there were so many negative voices 
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about text-based slides from the literature, I wondered how this series of text-based 

slides would work for John and his students. I put the page number on the left top 

corner on every slide so students were less likely to get lost. I animated all the slides 

so the answer key would not show until John wanted to show it. Example slides are 

shown in Figure 4.10. 
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Figure 4.10 

Example Slides from Listening Cloze 2 

 

 

 

 

The yellow words in blanks were the answer key. They showed on click. When 

John went through the blanks, he did not show the answer key first but asked students 

what answers they had. All students had their attention on John and they all focused 

on the screen while actively answering what they had written down in the blanks, as if 

they were saying “See! I’m good!” Students also caught a mistake I made—one of the 
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answers should be “https” but I typed “http.” When John confirmed that the students 

were right and it was my mistake, all of us smiled and students looked happy. 

Although I was somewhat embarrassed, it was nice to see how active students were 

compared to how they did in the same activity in the previous week. I did not see any 

of them having trouble seeing the words or looking confused, and they gave answers 

all together—every one of them. John was quite pleased. “You’re doing quite well!” 

he said, with a big smile on his face.  

John did an excellent job in adopting this new way of doing this activity. In 

addition to interacting with students, he also turned around to write on the projected 

screen (the white board was the screen, so everything was erasable). He marked out 

some of the spelling and explained to students the techniques of memorizing the 

spelling. All students were focused—spelling was one of their biggest challenges as 

ELLs at this level.  

Students’ questionnaires.  

 At the end of the second data collection cycle, students were asked a first set 

of questions that related to the use of PowerPoint, and one of which was, “when doing 

the listening cloze exercise, which method do you prefer your instructor to use—the 

PowerPoint or the overhead projector (I clarified to students I meant to say document 

camera)? Why?” All students said they preferred that John use PowerPoint to go 

through the cloze exercise with them.  
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“Cause it’s more clear, easy to recognize. Overhead projector (document 

camera) happens to have problems sometimes. And need time to adjust the light and 

paper.” 

“PPT is better because it could show the ideas of instructor step by step. It is a 

vivid way.”  

Students preferred breaking the transcript down into paragraphs, and they 

thought it was easier for them to follow John’s ideas. Although text-based slides are 

not appreciated by designers, some students still thought it was interesting—the 

animation of the text might have made a difference. All but one student thought 

PowerPoint could help them to follow the instructor better:  

“Cuz sometimes the instructors hand writing is not clear.” 

“Sometimes our instructor may move too fast, and there are some words we 

are not sure of. At this time, we need slides.”  

“The slids are the main ideas what the teacher wants to tell us. I could get 

information from the teacher and the slides. Of course, it helps me to follow the 

instructor better.” 

The student who thought PowerPoint does not help students to follow the 

instructors did not share the reason but simply said, “I don’t think use slides can focus 

people attention.” Another student who preferred PowerPoint also shared his concern, 

“Yes, it was helping me but in my opinion it will confuse you later if you could not 

save what you saw or heard in note.” I realized it was important to help students to 

understand the importance of note-taking and real comprehension of instruction. 
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According to the students’ questionnaire, 67% of them thought the PowerPoint slides 

John used had helped them to take notes, and 33% believed it only helped sometimes.  

Students’ main reasons for believing for “PowerPoint is helpful for note taking” 

were:  

“The slides are clear than handwriting.” 

“…because when we take some notes, there are always many words we don’t 

know how to spell, but we can see it from the slides.” 

“…because it shows the ideas that make you able to figure out the whole topic.”  

Students seemed to appreciate being able to see words clearly so that they 

better understood the instructions and could take better notes. Some of them also 

expressed that slides are helpful only if the instructors give them enough time to take 

notes from the slides. However, whether slides were necessary for the true or false 

questions was debatable—44% of the students said they do not think slides helped 

them with this exercise because it was an easy task, 56% of the students still preferred 

to have slides because they liked the clarity of underlining the sentences, and they 

appreciated knowing the reason why they made a mistake.  

Despite students’ positive response to the text-based slides, some of them still 

suggested that I put more pictures on the slides to make it more fun. Technically, 

putting pictures on slides is not a difficult task, but my preference, based on design 

principles, was to avoid having decorative slides. I did not think any pictures were 

necessary for any of the slides that we used; however, did that mean we bored the 

students because everything seemed too serious?  
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Ruby’s classes in the second cycle.  

The slides I made for Ruby had a very different style from what I made for 

John because they had different teaching and preparation styles, their classes were 

different, and they had different specific goals for teaching and learning although there 

was some overlap such as improving listening and note-taking skills.  

Slides for note-taking symbols. 

During this cycle, was the first time Ruby introduced the note taking symbols 

to students. The purpose of teaching students the symbols was to help them take better 

notes in the university classes they were observing in addition to practice using them 

in Ruby’s class. Ruby distributed the handouts, but she did not discuss the symbols 

with the students since it was very straightforward reading. In previous terms, a taped 

lecture had been given after students read through the handouts—they dived right into 

practice using the symbols for note taking. This appeared to be a good strategy, but I 

wondered if seeing some example notes would provide them some ideas of effective 

note-taking strategies.  

I created three scenarios, and I used slides as the media for Ruby to use. In the 

first scenario, Ruby played the role of a lecturer in a pharmacy course giving a short 

presentation about a drug. The slides I had made served as both a visual aid that the 

lecturer might use as well as an example of what students’ notes should look like (the 

purpose is the same in second and third scenarios). Students were shown how to group 

items in the lecture, indicate their importance and highlight critical information. In the 

second scenario, Ruby played the role of an instructor from the Nutrition department 
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giving a lecture on healthy eating.  Students were shown how to mark connections and 

transitions. The goal of the third scenario was to show students different ways to 

shorten words. Ruby introduced the elements of ELL students’ education in and 

outside schools. I chose this topic because I thought it was relevant to Ruby’s students, 

they might be interested in learning this, and they might benefit from it.   

For these scenarios, I typed a script for Ruby to give instructions, and she 

controlled the animations to show students when and how to write down important 

information. Take the health example session for example:  

“Today we are going to talk about healthy diets and unhealthy diets. What 

would be considered as a healthy diet?”       

“Meat!” 

“No! Vegetables!” 

“Not fast food!” 

“All meat!” 

“Well, half of your plate should be fruit and vegetables! And if you eat meat, 

it’s better for you to eat white meat. With a healthy diet, you should have more energy 

and you could work better. Without a healthy diet, you would get sick! So maintaining 

a healthy diet is important!!! Now let’s look at  unhealthy diet. If you eat all red meat 

of if you don’t eat at all, that’s really not healthy! ” 

As Ruby presented, she advanced the slides (Figure 4.11) at the same pace, and 

students had the opportunity to see what a well-organized page of notes was like. I 

also wanted to indicate that note taking should be fast and instant, since I had observed 
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that students in both John and Ruby’s class tended to wait to take notes, as if they 

were deciding if they want or need to write down the information. The disadvantage of 

this way of taking notes, is that students miss part of the instructors’ speech as they 

were still thinking of what had just been discussed, and students sometimes forget 

what they were considering to write down.         

Figure 4.11 

An Example from a Health Class 

 

     

 

Note. This is an animated slide. Every phrase, symbol and shape was created 

separately; thus, they could be independently animated and showed.   
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Students handled this example very well responding to Ruby, and taking notes 

very actively. It was a great experience for them to take notes themselves and instantly 

compare their notes to the sample notes. Everything went very smoothly in this 

session, though they did complain about the first example—a session about 

alendronate sodium. They said it was hard to understand and to follow. Since they 

handled the second example so well, I believed the failure of the first scenario was not 

due to the slide, but because the concept of alendronate sodium was totally new. It 

would be difficult to introduce the drug to anyone without any medical background, 

but I chose this on purpose because these students would experience going to classes 

and learning a concept that they had no knowledge of in both their primary language 

and English.  

Both of Ruby’s sections of the class had the same pattern of responses to this 

series of slides, though students in section two did slightly better than students in 

section one—they found it was difficult for the first example on alendronate sodium, 

but they did very well in the second example on healthy diet and the last example on 

ELL education.  

The attention students demonstrated in this activity was overwhelming—they 

were actively answering Ruby’s questions, they were taking notes, they had fun 

predicting what’s going to show up on the screen, and they were excited when they 

saw they had the right answer. Students also asked questions much more than they had 

before. Their eyes moved in between the slides and Ruby and back—there was no 

staring. They were also engaged in discussions, and all students practiced taking notes 
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with Ruby. Compared to when they watched the taped lectures in which speakers did 

not use any visual aids, students were much more engaged in note taking.  

A total adventure.  

  Helping students to merge into the university culture was one of the goals for 

Ruby’s class. Ruby found a lecture on Skills for College Success, and she played the 

DVD for students as an in-class activity to help students practice note taking skills, 

and to provide them some information about higher education in the United States. 

Before she played the lecture, Ruby gave students a handout which had information 

about different types of universities, the grading system, different types of courses, the 

academic year, and transfer policies. There were also questions on the handout, and 

students were asked to answer the questions after they watched the lecture on DVD 

with the notes they took.  

Very similar with what I had observed in John’s class, there were some 

students taking notes as if it was a dictation exercise—they never looked up to see the 

lecturer but wrote non-stop; some students stared with pen in their hands but never 

actually wrote anything. One girl totally gave up listening, and she started to play with 

her finger tips and hair; another one fell asleep while some others continued to give 

blank stares.  

I talked to Ruby after class about what I saw, and I acknowledged it did not 

only happen in her class, but was a phenomenon I had observed in both John’s and 

Ruby’s classes, and in fact, in the lectures I had been teaching for students in this 
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program also. Ruby and I decided we would try something different, something that 

she had never done in her previous terms.  

Since learning about American culture and education was an important 

component in Ruby’s class, I created a series of slides to help students understand the 

basic structure of the educational system in the United States, as well as the structure 

at this university. The slides were all animated with the purpose of the animations to 

give students one piece of information at a time, and to give them some time to 

compare the US educational system with the system they were familiar with in their 

own countries, and also to have some time to think about Ruby’s questions in order to 

generate active learning.  

To provide students with visual aids, for example, I drew an animated timeline 

on the slide. When Ruby showed the timeline, it looked like she was drawing it as she 

talked through it. This slide is demonstrated in Figure 4.12.  

Although Ruby had never used an organizational slide such as a timeline slide 

before, she provided a fluent and well-paced presentation using the tool. She did not 

just verbalize the timeline, but she filled in much more information as she went 

through every step, and she answered students’ questions with great patience. She 

used rich body language, and students had smiles on their face. All of the students 

were on task, including the two who typically showed less enthusiasm in this class and 

usually appeared distracted or absorbed in their own concerns.   

Students did great in note taking—instead of writing down full sentences like 

they used to do, they mostly made drawings and wrote down phrases. I noticed many 
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of them had the time to look up since their note taking was much more efficient than 

before. They asked more questions, and the lecture was no longer a “one-way street.” 

The attention students gave was also remarkable. In section one, students were still 

paying full attention 25 minutes into the lecture although some of them slowed down 

their note taking. In section two, Ruby was more familiar with the slides and she 

added a lot more information into the slides which made the class really interactive. 

Throughout the 80-minute session, students were still paying full attention which had 

never happened before in this class.           
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Figure 4.12 

Example Slide about US Education System 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the basic layout of the 

series of slides. The references 

were all listed on the right 

bottom corner of the slides—

this was to show students that 

it is important to find 

trustworthy resource and to cite 

references.   

Ruby “drew” the timeline, and 

asked students “what school do 

children go to before the age of 

three?”    

Ruby kept drawing the timeline 

as she discussed the 

information with students.     

The final view of this slide.      
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Students’ questionnaires. 

 Students’ positive responses to the use of slides were overwhelming. All 

students reported that the slides for the three mini-lectures helped them to see how to 

use note-taking symbols in lectures, and 20 out of 21of the students said the slides had 

helped them understand the content better.  

 “You can see what you have to do.” 

“Usually when I see it I won’t forget it that easily.” 

“The slides gave me links between different parts of the lecture.” 

“It makes the content to look lively and easy to understand.” 

“Showing the information that way was really helpful for me to understand the 

hard words in medicine.” 

“Sometime there are some word, I don’t know their spelling or even their 

meaning, so with PPT there is ‘sometimes’ explain.” 

Students’ feedback indicated that the slides helped them understand and spell 

the words. I realized this is one of the major differences between ELLs and students 

who are native speakers. For students whose first language is English, they are 

learning the new concept and new vocabulary within that concept in class; but for 

ELLs, processing the meaning of instructions itself is extra work. It might also be the 

reason why students in John’s and Ruby’s classes seemed hesitant to take notes. 

Additional comments included: 

“I will know what to write.” 

“Because you can see the words.” 
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“It’s easier to understand because computer types.”  

“It’s organized and helped to know what is important.” 

“Sometimes we can’t spell the words we can see them in the slides.” 

“Easy to get the keywords.” 

The one student who did not believe slides had helped him with note taking 

explained it was because “take note is the habbit so you don’t only need to undersad 

but also to practice.” I think this student meant the slides did help him understand the 

concepts, but it does not mean slides instantly help with note taking when students do 

not have the “habit” for it.  

Students’ feedback for the US educational system session was 100% positive. 

They suggested the slides helped them to see the “big picture”. They especially liked 

the timeline:  

“Much better after I watched it! I was confused before!” 

“I could see the line with all the information on it and that was much faster.” 

“…easy to take notes number and time are clear.” 

“…it made it more clear and pacilitate the periods for us.”   

   In fact, students were still talking about the series of slides I made for 

introducing US education at the end of the term. Some of them came to me and said, 

“I really like the slides you made—the one with a timeline. It’s very effective!”  

When asked for their opinions and suggestions for slide design, they surprised 

me with their depth of thought. “I think that when the teacher say the same words that 

after in the slides, that is boring. I think that the slide should show something more.” 
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Some students enjoyed animations and they wanted to see more of them. Many 

students wanted more colors on the slides, they wanted to see more pictures, and they 

wanted the slides to be funny. Some students, however, held a different view—they 

emphasized simplicity. All of these are true—interesting pictures, fun colors, and 

simplicity are all important in slide design, and they do not conflict with each other. 

Students were not satisfied with the mere presence of slides in classes, rather they 

cared about how the teacher used them and how effective they were. They also 

thought critically about how teachers teach saying, “the slides are useful only if the 

instructor knows them and prepares the class.” They suggested instructors should not 

read slides, but explain slides.          

Classes in the Third Cycle 

John’s classes in the third cycle.  

Teaching vocabulary. 

I made a series of PowerPoint slides for John to teach vocabulary in chapter 

three. He covered the vocabulary in chapter one during the previous week, but only 

spent less than one minute to teach the vocabulary—he gave students the answer key 

to the section of the textbook where new words and meanings were listed but needed 

to be matched. See Figure 4.13. 
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Figure 4.13 

Vocabulary Exercise in Chapter 1 

 

  

Note. This image is scanned from the textbook.  

As John gave out the answers, the students wrote them down, and that was the 

end of the vocabulary session. The vocabulary exercise was assigned as homework, 

but I wondered how well the students studied by themselves because John gave them 

the answers before students had a chance to attempt the exercise. I thought it was 

important for John to get feedback about this from students, if not written, at least oral. 

I also thought talking about the words in class would help ELLs learn, such as by 

providing different forms of the new vocabulary and making example sentences. 

According to Brown (1987), “the field of second language acquisition has 

distinguished between two types of strategy: learning strategies and communication 

strategies. The former related to ‘input’—to processing, storage, and retrieval. The 
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latter has more to do with ‘output’—or how to express meaning in the language, how 

we act upon what we already know or presume to know.” (p. 91) Keeping this in mind, 

I created a PowerPoint slide for John to teach the vocabulary in chapter three, with the 

intention of inviting students to the conversation during learning. It was our first 

experiment. Figure 4.14 shows the vocabulary slide I made, and Figure 4.15 

demonstrates the animations.  

Figure 4.14 

A PowerPoint Slide for Teaching Vocabulary in Chapter 3    

 

 

 

Note. This was an animated slide—the text did not show at the same time but John 

controlled when to show certain parts in order to direct students’ attention and to 

encourage students to speak out to share their answers before giving them the answer 

key.   
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I gave John a remote to use for this session because there were many clicks, 

and I did not want him to be constrained behind the instructor console. The first view 

of the slide was shown as in Figure 4.15, slide A. The layout of the words was exactly 

the same as it was in the students’ textbook. For the first word “exposure”, John did 

the same as he had done when he taught the vocabulary in Chapter one—he gave the 

correct answer, and showed it on the screen. In addition, he explained exposure is a 

noun and he continued on to talk about the verb form for “exposure.” Students quietly 

looked up at the screen, checked the answers they wrote in their textbooks, and, to my 

surprise, many of them took notes! It was the first time in both John’s and Ruby’s 

classes that I saw so many students taking notes.  
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Figure 4.15 

Chapter 3 Vocabulary Slide Animations 

 

       

       

Note. The text on this slide were created in individual text boxes. Each text box was  

animated. The text boxes were shown on click. The choices were not on the screen 

because I was trying to minimize the amount of text on the screen. All students had 

textbooks, so they could read all the choices in their textbooks.     

 

John tried a different method when it came to the second word “text,” and it 

was the method I had in mind when I created the slide. John did not say nor show the 

answer to the students, but asked the students what they chose. Most students 

answered, some hesitated. All students took notes from the slide this time, and half of 

them actively took notes as John moved over to the white board and started writing on 

the board—this had never happened in any of the classes in the first cycle. This 

A B 

C D 
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activity appeared to help students with learning. By engaging students in constructing 

their knowledge other than handing it to them, students had the opportunity and time 

to think actively in class. Because students were following the instructor closely, they 

were more conscious of note taking. John’s movement (from the screen to the white 

board) also helped attract students’ attention.   

Explaining assignments by using slides.  

The students’ performance in their previous class presentation showed a lack 

of understanding of the assignment itself. Some students were discussing the 

assignment while their peers were presenting; some students missed pieces of 

requirements; some presented as if they had not seen the assignment sheet at all. After 

reviewing his score, a student asked John why he missed so many points, and John 

said he had not followed the instructions on the assignment sheet although his 

speaking was good. “I didn’t see it,” explained the student.   

I was sure the student “saw” the assignment sheet, but he did not pay attention 

to the details. John read through the requirements with the students, when some of 

them were reading by themselves or staring at the sheet appearing to be not paying 

attention. I decided to suggest to John that he try a different method to give 

instructions for assignments.  

I made four slides to break down the one page text-only assignment sheet. The 

1st page showed the basic structure of the assigned presentation; slides 2 and 3 

showed detailed break-down of the two main steps (Figure 4.16); and slide 4 had an 

important notice which did not stand out much on the assignment sheet. 
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Figure 4.16 

Breakdown Steps 

 

     

          

Note. Both slides were animated.  
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I was anxious when John first started to present the instructions for the 

assignment. He handed out the assignment sheets to students, and as students were 

reading the handouts, he started the PowerPoint without giving students any notice. 

Only half of the students noticed there was a PowerPoint slide on the screen, and I 

heard “hmm?”, as if they were surprised. Some other students heard it also, and there 

were a few more students who looked up and saw the slide. However, there were 

students who missed seeing the first slide which showed the overall structure of the 

presentation they were going to give.  

Fortunately, students who did not see the slides noticed John was not reading 

the assignment sheet as he had before, and when he reached the second slide he had all 

the students’ attention. The students set aside their handouts and focused on John who 

seemed pleased to have their attention. As he finished presenting, students were still 

looking at him as if they were waiting for more information. There was a short pause 

of silence, and then John quickly checked for understanding, “Easy to understand?” 

“Yes!” students answered without hesitation.  

Black Thursday. 

In every chapter, there was an exercise in the book that required students to 

listen to the lecture on the DVD that came with the book, and to write down the 

lecture language the lecturer used as well as some main topics in the lecture. For 

chapter one, John played the DVD in class, and he wrote the answers on the board. It 

was difficult to tell how well the students did—I could see many students did not write 

much down as they listened to the lecture, they were not taking notes when John gave 
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them the answer key. Many of their textbooks were still blank as they moved to the 

next section. Having seen this, John and I decided to try something different to see if 

students could be more engaged in this exercise.  

I created four slides for the chapter three version of this exercise with each 

slide as one section of the question. (Figure 4. 17) demonstrates how I reproduced the 

original layout in the textbook, but animated the answer key, so that John could show 

the correct answer to the students when he and the students were ready for it. The idea 

was to first direct students’ attention on one specific part of the exercise, ask them to 

speak out their answers, compare students’ answers, discuss them, show the answer 

key, and finally check for understanding (such as new words and phrases).  
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Figure 4.17 

Chapter 3 Listening Exercise 

     

                          

 

 

 

Unfortunately the lesson did not proceed as I had planned, and the result was 

not much better than what happened when they did the similar exercise in chapter one. 

Possibly due to the constraints, John played the recorded lecture then showed the 

blank slide, and quickly revealed the answers. The students were silent. As they stared, 

I could not tell what they were thinking, but I sensed some boredom, and in my notes I 

wrote:  
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“Students wonder. They are half way there although some are taking notes. 

It’s thirty minutes into the class, half of them don’t seem to be awake! Only the two 

students sitting in the front row are responding…” 

“Are you awake?!” John asked as I was noting that students did not seem to be 

awake.                

“No?” He kept asking. 

“…” Students gave blank stares. 

 “understand what we are going to do?”   

“…” Students gave blank stares. 

“No?” 

“…” Students gave blank stares. 

John seemed unhappy and gave up. I tried to make a list of factors that had 

caused students’ diffidence: the topic of the recorded lecture was too boring and 

irrelevant to them, their instruction and little communication with them when they did 

the exercise, the slides were too boring, they did not understand what was going on, or, 

they were simply tired.  

As I observed the students’ involvement continue to deteriorate in the rest of 

the class, I excluded the blame for the slides when I saw the rest of the class did not go 

well—I concluded that the few minutes of presentation slides was probably not to 

blame. John introduced a few phrases to the students, and in order to wake them up, he 

made up sentences by using the new phrases and students’ names in the class. He 
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wrote on the board and moved around in front of the classroom, but nothing seemed to 

help.  

“Is that right?” John asked. 

“…” Silence. 

“Do you understand?!” 

“…” Silence.         

In my notes, there was a big highlighted box in red bold letters “students are 

not on task!” I was frustrated, and I wondered if it would make any difference if the 

slides had been used in the way I imagined—would that warm students up at the 

beginning of the class, or would it have made no difference with this group of students?  

Students’ questionnaires 

At the beginning of the term, John, Ruby and I decided to do the student 

questionnaire via email to save class time. However, with two weeks of experimenting, 

I noticed I had trouble getting students to do the questionnaires on time. Only a few 

students gave me feedback by the due date, and most did not give any feedback until a 

week after the questionnaire was due. This made the research difficult because of the 

lack of timely feedback from students. I talked to both John and Ruby about the 

situation, and listed several reasons I could think of that caused the lack of 

participation: (a) some students were not checking their university email; (b) they did 

not know how to download the attachment, and write on the downloaded document, 

then send it back to me; (c) they thought the process is a lot of work; (d) they did not 
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see the value of doing the questionnaire. I suggested students do the questionnaires in 

class, and both John and Ruby were very supportive. John said in his email to me:  

“I think that there are several reasons for the lack of participation. All of those 

you mentioned are probably in play (especially the last -- the attitude of "It doesn't 

affect my grade, so what's in it for me?"). There may be other reasons as well, 

including the fact that some of these students have been studying intensively since 

September and they're tired -- they're in survival mode. Those who participated 

already will have likely given you meaningful responses; those who participate 

because we're doing it in class -- well, it's anyone's guess as to the completeness and 

accuracy of their responses. That said, of course I'd be happy to give you some time in 

class if it will assist you in your research. Just let me know when and how long.”  

John and I decided to give students a break this week since the students 

seemed to have reached a low point and did not seem willing to participate in class 

activities. John also wanted to give students’ extra credit for doing the questionnaires, 

and I also thought it would be a good way to motivate students. John finished Friday’s 

class early, and he used some class time to talk to students about the questionnaires. 

Students expressed that they would also prefer to do the questionnaires during class 

time, and they were pleased to hear that they could earn some extra credit for in-class 

participation from doing the questionnaires.      
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Ruby’s class in the third cycle.  

A recorded lecture.  

Ruby found a recorded lecture about public speaking, which was very relevant 

to what her students were learning and practicing in a variety of classes in the 

language institute.   

The speaker of the lecture used no visual aid, but he was a good speaker who 

paced the lecture appropriately for language learners, speaking slowly and clearly. He 

talked about the common fear of public speaking, the symptoms of anxiety, and the 

attitude speakers should hold in order to become a good public speaker. His lecture 

was well designed and structured, and it was very easy to follow. Students were asked 

to take notes in order to answer the questions on an exercise sheet.  

When I looked at the students, in both sections, they followed the same pattern: 

there were two groups of students, one group of students never write down anything, 

while the other group of students was so busy writing that they never looked up at the 

speaker. The lecture was about 17 minutes long, and for those who were busy writing, 

their note taking seemed to reach a complete stop at around 12 minutes for both 

sections.  

Regarding the group of students who did not write down anything, I wrote in 

my notes, “The lecture flows very smoothly and it is interesting, but the points are not 

obvious. Students tended to focus on the speech, stories, but hesitated to write down 

the important part, or to identify the different parts from the speech.” For example, 

when the lecturer said “the key word is ‘control’,” students did not seem to catch it—
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many of them were still staring, and there was no intension to write down the keyword 

“control.” A few of them did catch it when the lecturer said it for the third time.  

After Ruby stopped the DVD, she handed out an exercise sheet to the students 

on which they were asked to fill in the blanks as well as answer the open-ended 

questions based on their notes. They were struggling. Some students looked through 

the questions, and they could not find any they could readily answer. Students who 

took notes intensely did manage to answer some of the questions at the beginning, but 

they also seemed to struggle when they reached the questions near the end. 

Ruby was a little disappointed, and she decided to play the lecture again. This 

time she only played the sound with no images. Half of the students lost their attention 

only six minutes into the lecture, and many students did not turn the answer sheet to 

the second page when the last question on the first page had been addressed in the 

lecture. After the second time hearing the lecture, Ruby put students in groups and 

asked them to work together to answer the questions on the exercise sheet. Even after 

collaboration, many students were still having trouble getting the answers.  

Meeting with Ruby.  

Ruby and I met to discuss the situation and what we could do to help students 

do better in note taking. We both agreed that it was ironic that the lecturer mentioned 

using visual aids when giving public presentations, yet he did not have any visual 

support throughout his lecture. What if we followed the lecturer’s instruction, find a 

recorded lecture with visual aids, and show it to the students? Would that make a 

difference? Would students notice the difference?  
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Classes in the Fourth Cycle 

John’s class in the fourth cycle.  

Teaching vocabulary. 

John’s class was not very active in the previous week, yet students came back 

this week full of energy and unable to settle down at the beginning of the class. It was 

another extreme students showed in John’s class, especially compared to last week’s 

silence and sleepiness.  

During the time when there was still chatting in the classroom, John decided to 

introduce the vocabulary to students. I was concerned that students would not be able 

to concentrate on the vocabulary, yet my concern immediately disappeared as soon as 

John showed the first slide of the series I had made. Students quieted immediately; my 

observation note read, “15 minutes into the class, students are still noisy.” I added, 

“John showed the slide, and there was an instant change.”   

There was nothing special about the first slide. It was a plain black background 

with big bold white letters saying “Chapter 6 Vocabulary.” It was amazing to see how 

powerful this simple slide was in that situation. Students who were talking to each 

other stopped talking and all looked up to the screen. Some students realized they did 

not even have their pens, paper, and textbooks out, and they quickly put things 

together on their desk. John paused; he noticed students were just getting ready for the 

lesson although it was about 20 minutes into the class already.      

Keeping students’ suggestions in mind, I added many images in the series of 

slides for teaching vocabulary. Most images were chosen from my own photo 
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collections, and I tried to make the slides interesting and relevant to students. See 

example in Figure 4.18. 
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Figure 4.18 

Introduce the Word “Interface” 

 

       

Note. This is a photo of my cat sitting in front of my monitor that was showing 

Blackboard. Blackboard is a tool used on campus that supports online teaching and 

learning. John showed the word “interface” first, and then the picture. The bottom text 

is the definition of interface, and it was not revealed until the end.  

 

 

“Blackboard!” A few students recognize the interface right away. “A cat 

reading Blackboard! That’s so funny!” The students laughed, and I thought it was one 

of the best moments in the past four weeks. Everyone was attending to John, and there 

were no confused faces. When John asked them what the definition for “interface” 

was, they called out the answer loudly and confidently, “A!”   
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Listening Exercise. 

Although John’s class was a listening and speaking class, John spent much of 

the time on the listening exercises in the textbook. Usually students were asked to 

listen to a speech, and then answer the questions that are related to the speech on the 

textbook. Only the questions were shown on the textbook, but students could listen to 

the speech at home on the DVD that came with the textbook. The answers to the 

questions were usually long (more than just words and phrases), and it required 

comprehension of the speech. This is a major difference between this type of listening 

exercise in the textbook and the listening cloze that John gave to students additionally. 

I had seen many students leave class with blanks in their books although most of them 

tried to write the correct answer when John gave the answers verbally. A student 

reported her frustration at being unable to follow John and his thoughts, “his mind 

jump too fast and I don’t know where he is at and what he is talking about!” From 

interacting with John, I did notice John’s conversational style—he thought fast and he 

changed topics fast. John acknowledged his patterns of thinking and talking, “I have 

so many ideas going on at the same time in my head,” he said, “this is my style.”   

Although educators thrive for actively engaged minds in the classroom, some 

students in John’s class struggled with this style of teaching especially when English 

was not their first language. They were frustrated about not knowing the correct and 

expected answer to some exercises. This might lead to the loss of students’ interest in 

putting effort in doing the listening exercise because they did not always know the 

correct answer; thus, there was no valuable feedback.    
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In this week, students were learning about making predictions while listening. 

This is a very important skill in listening exercises as well as in daily communication. 

Students were asked to listen to four experts from a lecture about computer voices in 

cars. They were asked to write down the lecture language for cause and effect the 

speakers used, and then when John paused the recording, he asked them to make 

predictions about the information to come. When the recording was started again, they 

were asked to write down the actual cause and effect and to check their predictions.      

John went through the exercise with the students. He played the DVD, and 

verbally told them the answers to the questions. I observed at least half of the students 

were not writing anything down as they listened neither to the DVD nor to John telling 

them the correct answer to the questions. By the end, only three students had written 

down the answers, and I was concerned. They looked tired and bored, and they did not 

seem to care much about the activity.  

Stress, pitch, and tone.  

In the previous week, John had started to teach students about the rhythm of 

the English language. He asked students to practice saying the sentence “My name 

is…” by imitating his tone of voice. He asked students to say the same sentence one 

by one, but he was not satisfied with many of them because their tone changed and 

they stressed parts of the sentence that did not need to be stressed. Also, some students 

were not paying attention when it was not their turn to speak. I suggested to John that 

he might provide students with something visual to practice with next time.  
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John asked me to pick out a few sentences from the students’ listening exercise, 

and mark the stress, the pitch, and the tone the speaker used in the recording. The 

series of slides is shown in Figure 4.19. As the figure illustrates, the original sentence 

was shown first. The purpose was to give students some time to think of the stress, 

tone, and pitch of the sentence; then a slide with analysis of the stress, pitch, and tone 

was shown after the slide with original sentence. All three sentences followed the 

same sequence.  

Figure 4.19 

The Series of Slides for Teaching Stress, Tone, and Pitch 

  

       

 

 

John showed students the sentences without marked stress, pitch and tone first; 

he played the sentence to the students, and asked them to listen carefully before they 

practiced speaking. Students listened to the recording with purpose, and they seemed 
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to be more focused. Some of them were trying to say the sentence softly, using the 

tone of voice the speaker used in the recording. John then showed students the slides 

with marked tones, stresses, pitches as well as pauses as illustrated in Figure 4.20.  

Figure 4.20 

An Example Slide of Teaching Stress, Tone, and Pitch 

 

 

 

Different from the practice session in the last class, students gave John their 

full attention. They followed John as he pointed to the marks when reading through 

the sentence. Because the slides were projected onto the white board, John could draw 

on them in order to clarify his analysis. “Everybody together, read the sentence,” John 
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said. Students repeated with loud, confident and clear voices. I wrote in my memo, 

“Before, when students tried to read things together, they were all over the place and it 

was impossible to hear what they were reading.” John spent 17 minutes on this activity, 

and he had not lost any student’s attention.  

In my memo, I wrote, “This class is one of the best classes in the past few 

weeks.” 

Students’ science presentations. 

As in the first presentation assignment, visual slides were not allowed. 

Students were asked to watch a science presentation on NOVA (see Appendix A), 

then in their presentation to show a segment of the NOVA program to the class when 

they presented. They were instructed to introduce three new words from the video, 

summarize the main ideas, evaluate the topic, and ask the audience for questions.  

Most students presented with notes, and there was much note reading. Most of 

the student audience paid attention when the NOVA segments were shown, but the 

majority of students were not listening during the students’ presentations. They stared, 

read on their own, played with their cell phones, or fell asleep. The atmosphere did not 

help the presenter to be enthusiastic about presenting. Many of them relied on their 

notes, and they did not make good eye contact with the audience.  

However, there were a few students who did excellent in this presentation. For 

example, one student noticed he started to lose the audience’s attention soon after his 

presentation started, so he began to draw detailed illustrations on the board. He made a 

beautiful diagram throughout the presentation and made good eye contact as he 
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skillfully directed students’ attention to his drawing by pointing and asking questions. 

It was impressive to see him direct students’ attention and keep it till the end of his 

presentation whereas most students failed at this. I believe the visual support the 

student provided, and his way of explaining what he had on the board had made his 

presentation outstanding.  

In a typical presentation, the audience was very interested to watch the NOVA 

segments that the speakers showed, but they immediately gave up their attention once 

the real presentations began. I believe their attention loss was not because they were 

not interested in the topic, but they thought the students’ presentations were boring, 

and they would rather watch what the original videos had to show.  I was disappointed 

at the situation while although John seemed less so, reasoning that “My goal is to give 

every one of them a chance to present, but not to keep the rest of them interested.” I 

agreed with the first part of his statement, but I thought it was also important to benefit 

the audience in some way, so they could continue to learn actively even during other 

students’ presentations.  

Students’ questionnaires. 

Students gave very good reviews of the slides for vocabulary this week. 

Seventy five percent (9 students) said they liked the way the vocabulary had been 

taught, while 16% of the students (2 students) didn’t address the question and 9% of 

the students (1 student) said he/she didn’t remember. Students also gave suggestions 

for making slides and using them in teaching. Compared to the first two weeks, 

students now thought more critically about teaching and learning, and they had more 
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to share. Here are a few examples of the responses to the question, “Do you like the 

way vocabulary was taught this week (we used images)? Do you have any other 

suggestions on how you’d like vocabulary to the taught?”  

“The one that we did is good. But I’d prefer to give a sentences+synonym+all 

the part of speech of any world. I like it very much for some difficult and long 

works, could it be possible to explain the words with roots, like complish-ment…what 

does each part mean.” 

“Yes I like it. I want the explain of the vocabulary more big. Yes, it is nice way. 

But I think picture with word to explain is more better.”        

“Definitely! By images we understand the words better. Maybe with short 

videos. But only for some really complicated word.” 

“I really love it because it makes me can imagine and easily remember it. And 

it would be better if you put the part of speech of it in PPT.” 

Students were not satisfied with just the meaning of the new words. They 

wanted to know how the words are built, the meanings of parts of the words, and they 

wanted to learn while having fun. Visual aids, such as slides and videos, can allow 

teachers to make this happen.  

When asked “Did you like how I mapped out the stress, pitch, and pauses of a 

sentence on a PowerPoint slide?” all answers were very positive. 

“It’s more clear. It’s helpful to understand more than if it’s explained by verbal 

speech.” 
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“I want both. But if I must chose one. I prefer the PPT slides. For me, it was 

more easier to understand.” 

“Yes, it is useful because stress, pitches and pauses are not easy to be taught 

only by speaking. Visual aids can help teaching.”  

“Yes, it’s more clearer than the hand marking.” 

John commented that activities like these need to be consistent throughout the 

term in order to be effective, and I agreed. Like many other exercises, consistency is 

crucial in learning languages, and instructors need to try to be as consistent as possible. 

However, this did not lead the discussion of doing this more for the rest of the classes 

during the term, and I think it was because this activity was not included in the 

textbook, and anything extra would take more class time.   

In this week’s questionnaire, students also responded to how well they could 

listen to their instructors while taking notes at the same time. Eleven out of 14 students 

said they had trouble writing while listening, and 3 students said they had no problems 

to listen and to write at the same time.  

“Sometimes yes because when you hear new vocabulary you want to write it 

and you should to listen to the instructor and he talking very fast it hard sometimes!!!” 

“Yes, I need time to take notes only, so I will not miss any information.” 

“Yes, it’s hard to follow instructor while writing. Maybe that’s why we need 

PPT, to choose the right time to take notes.” 

However, one of the students, who had been a professor in his country, stated 

that “It’s up to the teacher, student and other many factors.” It appears he understood 
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the key point of this issue from his experience of being an instructor as well as an ELL 

student—instructors need to observe their students and work with the students in order 

to pace the instructions and activities to the best rhythm for most students.   

Ruby’s class in the fourth cycle.  

A comparative experiment. 

In the previous week, Ruby and I discussed finding a recorded lecture in which 

visual aids are used in order to see if students performed better in post-lecture 

exercises, or what kind of difference it makes while they watch the lecture. I found a 

presentation presented by Patricia Kuhl on Technology, Entertainment and Design 

(TED) in which she talked about how babies learn languages. She presented a variety 

of graphics and charts were presented on slides as well as recorded videos of babies 

learning and responding to sounds in the research lab. Figure 4.21 shows the screens 

shots of Kuhl’s presentation, and Figures 4.22, 4.23, 4.24, and 4.25 show some 

examples of her slides. In addition, I created a Jeopardy-style game (see Appendix A) 

using PowerPoint, in which 25 questions were available about the lecture. The 

Jeopardy-style game (see Figure 4.35) in PowerPoint was made using a home slide 

with a table of boxes for categories and values of questions. Instructors could navigate 

the game by clicking on a point value which would hyperlink to the related question 

slide. An answer slide would follow after clicking on the question slide. The instructor 

could then click the “home” button on the answer slide to return to the home slide. I 

designed the 25 questions and Ruby reviewed all of them for approval.  
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Figure 4.21 

Screen Shots of Kuhl’s Presentation at TED 

 

 

 

Note. The camera focused on Kuhl as she was presenting. The screen switched to the 

slides only when Patricia was talking about the pictures or the charts on slide.  
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Figure 4.22 

Kuhl’s Slide Example 1 

 

 

Note. This was the slide Kuhl used to explain how language is learned using the 

example of a Koro-speaking mother speaking to her child in order to teach the child 

the language. No animations were used. Kuhl showed the slides, explained the picture, 

and then explained how language is learned.  
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Figure 2.23 

Kuhl’s Slide Example 2 

 

 

 

Note. Kuhl used this slide to show the technique that was used by linguists to learn 

how babies differentiate different sounds. The baby sits on the parent’s lap, and they 

train them to turn their heads when a sound changes. If they do so at an appropriate 

time, the black box lights up and a panda bear pounds a drum.  
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Figure 2.24 

Kuhl’s Slide Example 3 

 

 

 

Note. Kuhl used this chart to show when babies turn into culture-bound listeners like 

adults. This is the performance on the head-turn task.  
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Figure 2.25 

Kuhl’s Slide Example 4 

 

 

 

 

Note. This is the slide Kuhl used to show how babies taking in different information 

according to their language environment. The images of the two ladies were videos. 

She played both videos so the audience could hear the differences of the languages.   

 

 Ruby was very excited about this video and the game, but she was sick 

Tuesday and could not come to class. In the early morning, she emailed me to ask if I 

could teach the class for her, and I accepted the duty willingly.  

During the class when I played the lecture videos, I was able to observe the 

students. I noticed that students took notes actively whenever there was a chart or 

graphic shown. Because the charts and graphics were very straight-forward and easy 

to read and copy, students were able to draw quick lines on their papers to note the 

basic ideas. During the presentation, there were a few embedded short videos that the 
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presenter used, and students were attracted to them.  Their faces lit up when they saw 

the cute babies who were trying to produce different sounds, and many of the students 

were giggling. The side effect of this complete attraction to the video was that all but 

two students stopped taking notes. Most of them were so focused on the video itself 

that they forgot to pay attention to the presenter’s narration and explanations.   

In both sections, students performed well in answering the questions in the 

Jeopardy game although they did not constantly take notes during the presentation as 

some of them did in listening to other recorded lectures.  In addition,  I did not see any 

“dictation style” note-taking during this lecture—students seemed to pace themselves 

better, and they chose to take notes wisely, such as using quick drawings of charts and 

jotting down key words. One of the students did extremely well in answering the 

questions, so I asked her if she had a lot of information written down. To my surprise, 

she said no, “I listen to the lecture and I understand it. I don’t copy and record.” This 

student had been listening in order to comprehend a message she was interested in—

listening should be based on this simple communicative comprehension, but visual 

aids provide great help to students to understand the concept by giving information 

through a visual channel.   

To compare how much difference visual aids had provided in this recorded 

lecture on Thursday, Ruby used another recorded lecture on how to succeed in college. 

Ruby asked the students not to take notes but to concentrate on understanding the 

lecture as much as possible. Students seemed to be very happy about it, as if note-
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taking was a real burden, and they did not see the value of it. A couple of students 

agreed with Ruby on the value of not taking notes. They said, 

“When you write, you miss a lot of things. So I don’t take notes.” 

“I can remember!” 

Ruby smiled, “We shall see.” 

All students did great in listening to the lecture, and I did not see blank stares 

or sleepy eyes like I saw in some other lectures. It was probably because they were 

interested in the topic, and they saw the direct benefit of listening to this lecture. When 

the lecture finished playing, Ruby did not ask students any questions about the lecture, 

but started talking about a class assignment. Ten minutes later, suddenly she said, 

“Now let’s see how much you remembered from the lecture!” The class started to boil.  

“Oh no!” 

“Hah?!” 

“What?!” 

Before even seeing the questions, students had lost their confidence and the 

enthusiasm that they had before. Ruby put students in groups of two or three, and she 

encouraged them to work collaboratively on the questions she handed out. One of the 

groups happened to be very close to me, and I could hear their conversations.  

“What’s that word? Pla…plag..” 

“Plagiarism.”  

“Errr…How do you spell it?” 

“I don’t know.” 
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“What does it mean?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“Uggrrr…I don’t remember anything!” 

In my memo, I wrote: “Although students are allowed to work in groups, they 

still seem to have a hard time remembering things from the presentation even through 

collaborative work. The presentation is only 15 minutes long, much shorter than any 

university lectures.” If students neither understand the meaning of a word, nor the 

spelling of it, and the best they could do is to memorize a vague pronunciation of the 

word, what is the chance of them learning the word? 

The Jeopardy-style game.  

Most Americans are familiar with the quiz show Jeopardy, but it was very new 

to international students. In both sections, none of the students had watched the game 

before. Despite the fact that students knew nothing about the game, they seemed 

excited when they learned we were going to play a game, instead of answering 

questions on a piece of paper.  

I explained the rules of the Jeopardy game by showing the template of the 

question slide. I guided students for the first several questions, and I encouraged them 

to speed up after they showed full understanding of the game.    

I divided students into two groups in section one, with 5 people in each group; 

later that day I divided students into four groups in section two, with three or four 

students in one group. The game appeared to be more fun in the second section 

because there was stronger competition. In section one, one group happened to have 
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had all the best students together, and they answered most of the questions. I felt a 

sense of loss of interest in the other groups because their score was far behind. In 

section two, because there were more groups, and students’ levels were more even, 

their scores were very close throughout the game; thus their interest level stayed high.          

During the game, students talked to each other more, and the conversations 

were not limited to within groups, but in between groups. Students “fought” for the 

opportunities to answer questions during the game, and I did not see this happening in 

any other previous classes. Everybody in the class talked and answered questions, 

including students who were always quiet and shy. Students stared at the screen 

intensely—they were eager to see each following question, and they were eager to 

know the answers to the questions. I did not always show the answers immediately 

after they proposed an answer, but I asked them to evaluate the answer, and many 

times there were discussions and debates generated among students. There was always 

a pause of silence when I showed the answer—students’ curiosity had reached the 

highest level; then there would be a burst of emotions—some feeling proud, and some 

complaining that the correct answer should not be correct.  

   Students’ questionnaires. 

As students had experienced a different lecture style this week, 82.4% of them 

reported that they preferred the recorded lecture about babies learning languages (the 

lecture with rich visual aids) than the one about public speaking, although cognitively 

this lecture about babies was more difficult for them.   

“(I prefer) Babies learning language. More video and more picture and funny.” 
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“That one which has visual aid because the visual aid help me out to 

understand the main things about the presentation.” 

“(I prefer) Babies learning, because it has more curves [charts] more slides and 

really video.”  

It appeared that visual aids could increase students’ interest level in certain 

topics if used appropriately. Although not all students showed more interest in the 

presentation about babies learning languages, all students agreed that the visual aids 

the presenter used had helped them in understanding the ideas better.  

“Visual aid was good for taking notes.” 

“…the visual aid facilities the ideas to me.” 

“…it’s support the presenter’s ideas and make it more clear.” 

“…in second lecture the graphics are very useful and actually see the 

expenments.”  

 Students valued and appreciated visual aids when used effectively. In the 

recorded lecture students watched, the presenter Kuhl did not use fancy tools but 

slides, and the videos were embedded in the slides.  

In this week’s questionnaire, students also reported that they had a hard time 

listening to the instructor while taking notes. With both sections combined, 78.9% of 

the students said it was difficult for them to take notes in class while the instructor was 

talking. 

“When I’m taking notes I always miss next sentence.” 

“I prefer to listen to class and focus on what he/she said.” 
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“…it’s too hard to write all the information down.” 

“Pepends. If there is too much information in the lecture, I probably will feel 

difficult to take notes.” 

Students’ responses matched what I had observed in class—they tended to 

write down everything when they took notes. Yet note-taking is not a mechanical 

activity; it should be based on understanding of the target concept, and jotting down 

the important parts selectively. However, for international students, they need to 

understand the language before they understand the concept, and sometimes language 

is a barrier for them, as 67% of the students said understanding English words is the 

biggest challenge in studying in the US. As a result, instructors need to use visual aids 

to help students learn at a cognitive level instead of helping them to copy the 

information/words while they have no real understanding of the concept.  

All but one student said they loved the Jeopardy game we played, and some of 

them even asked me when they would have the chance to play it again.  

“…dieversty of giviness a class will help any student to feel better than he used 

to et the information the same way.” 

“…it was fun and we learned.” 

“more feedback” 

“it is interesting students can connect with teacher.” 

“we enjoyed a lot—having fun, learning with playing, long remembering.” 

“I am a very competitive person, so I like games.” 

“It makes the question easy and interesting!” 
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“A lot cuz we win!!!” 

  Students’ feedback was very positive, and they seemed to think the questions 

were even easier. I think the fact effective visual aids were provided had helped 

students in understanding the lecture, but not memorizing the details.  The one student 

who was not sure if he liked the game, explained that “I am not good at memory but 

the game has many challenge.” This student took the same approach that he took in 

watching previous recorded lectures, which was watching without any note-taking. 

Therefore, when questions were asked during the game, he had a hard time 

remembering the details in the lecture so he did not have positive experience in 

playing the game. He even had more pressure when he saw his peers participating 

actively. I saw him lower his head a few times trying to avoid eye contact with me.         

Classes in the Fifth Cycle  

John’s class in the fifth cycle.  

Students’ presentations. 

This week’s major activities were students’ presentations and the mid-term 

exam. As an observer, I was concerned at seeing that most students looked bored 

during their peers’ presentations—most of them seemed to have no interest in listening. 

Most presenters presented with written notes on a piece of paper since visual aids were 

not allowed. There was a lot of note-reading. Students in the audience mostly did their 

own thing—playing with cellphones, reading, staring at the floor, falling asleep, and 

once in a while some of them looked up at the presenter.  
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I had a strong feeling that students did not have much interest left for 

presentations. They did not see it as an opportunity to practice public speaking and to 

share their knowledge, but a boring assignment that they had to do. This type of 

attitude showed in their presentations when they mostly read their notes and rushed 

through their speeches, and did not pay attention or listen as audience members.           

Students’ questionnaires. 

In the students’ questionnaire, the opinion of wanting to use visual aids was 

overwhelming in response to the question “If you had the freedom to do whatever you 

want in your presentations, would you choose to use some type of visual aids such as 

PowerPoint? Why?” Thirteen out of 14 students said they really wanted to use 

PowerPoint, and one student said he would use it if it’s an important presentation.  

“That would help me much better in eye contact, instead of papers.” 

“…because even if I introduce my few words, which I’ve learned from clip, 

article, or whatever, there are some words can’t be described especially if it was noun 

like lungs, cells, those words need some pic.” 

“I would like to use PPT, picture or flash. Because I want to make my 

presentation interesting and vivid. I don’t want to waste others’ time to listen to a 

boring presentation.” 

“I would use PPT in order to show some example on to complement my 

speech, because when the speech and the PPT have the same information, the speech 

become borning.” 
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“I would love to (use PowerPoint). Because of some problems like accents, 

people’s understanding to the speeches may sometimes go into ta wrong way. PPT 

will help.”  

In responding to the question “Have you had the experience of making a 

PowerPoint? Would you like to learn, or learn more about it? Why?” All students said 

they had the experience of making PowerPoint slides, and the majority of them wanted 

to learn more about it, partially because they had now seen various effects PowerPoint 

slides could have.     

In responding to the expectations of students’ presentations, 13 out of 14 

students said they would like their classmates to pay attention when they present while 

only one student said he didn’t care.  

“(If my classmates didn’t pay attention)…I would feel bored. I would not have 

that excitement to complete my presentation.” 

“I would like everybody listen to me. If so, I will feel my topic is boring, not 

interested, and I will feel depressed. In the same way, I will know and feel there is 

something wrong in my topic or performance.” 

“I hope everyone will listen to me, if someone did not, I feels a little 

disappointed or upset, is that my present too boring?” 

“If I give presentation and no one listen to me, I would feel like annoy man 

who talks alone myself.” 

Students also strongly believed a presentation with visual aids can increase the 

interests from the audience. Besides writing in the questionnaire about wanting to 
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using visual aids, a few students talked to me personally after class to express their 

eagerness to use PowerPoint during their presentations, as well as their concerns about 

not having the audience’s attention when they presented.     

Ruby’s class in the fifth cycle. 

New Experiment.  

The lecture that was being studied this week was an economics lecture about 

supply and demand. Ruby wanted to see if providing students lecture notes during the 

lecture would help them concentrate on the message and add notes to the handouts 

according to their personal needs.  

Ruby handed out the pre-printed lecture notes to the students in section one, 

and she said to the students, “Pretend these are your notes. Underline phrases or points 

that are important, or add notes to it.” Ruby played the beginning of the video in 

which the lecturer did not use visual aids. She paused the video after a few minutes, 

and she asked “Don’t you think you should add some examples?” The example list on 

the handout was not complete, and students were expected to add information to the 

handout because it was only an example of lecture notes and it did not have the 

complete key information. However, none of the students had written anything on the 

handout, and most of them had only glanced through the handout before setting it to 

the side. When Ruby asked the question, it was a surprise to them, and nobody had an 

answer for her.  

Ruby reminded the students to pay attention to the lecture and that she would 

pause the video for questions. A few minutes later, Ruby paused the video.  
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“Now explain the example he said in the video.” 

The students were silent.   

Ruby was disappointed and she tried to find the reasons why students couldn’t 

follow the lecture.  

“What do you think of his lecture style?” Ruby asked. 

“Disorganized.” 

“His writing is not systematic.” 

“Could you understand him? His speaking?” Ruby continued to ask. 

“Yes.” 

“He has good pace.” 

“He has good examples.” 

“What about visual aids?” 

“Disorganized.” 

I agreed with the students that the speaker spoke slowly and clearly in the 

lecture, partially because the lecture was for a group of international students, and it 

was scripted. However, when the lecturer wrote on the board, he didn’t have a clear 

order of writing, but went to any open space on the white board. I started to realize 

why students did not look at the handouts Ruby gave to them as they listened to the 

lecture—it would be hard to follow the lecturer’s writing if they looked away.  As a 

result, students chose to sit back and focus on the lecturer, although they were 

expected to be adding information to their notes.   
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In section two, Ruby did not give students the handouts of example notes, but 

asked them to listen to the lecturer, and take notes on their own. Compared with the 

students in section one, students in section two did the opposite—they barely had time 

to look up at the lecturer, but used the dictation note-taking style. Most of them had a 

very intense few minutes of writing down information nonstop and then slowed down 

as if they were exhausted from “recording” by hand. By the time the lecturer reached 

the most important part of the lecture and he started to draw graphics on the board, 

most students sat back looking overwhelmed. When the lecturer stopped drawing and 

explaining, some students suddenly realized they should be writing down the 

information, and they started to copy the graphics as the lecturer went on to the next 

point.  

Although students in section two seemed more focused on the lecture, when 

Ruby paused the video and asked a question, students still had a hard time answering. 

I think this means students were focused on copying down words and sentences, but 

they did not comprehend the content.  

Students in section two gave positive comments about the speaker’s voice and 

pace, but they suggested the lecturer should communicate with the audience better. 

There were barely any conversations in the lecture, but the lecturer talked the whole 

time.  

“I went to a lecture that is very different from most lectures,” one of the 

students in class suddenly spoke up, “Usually teachers just speak (he pointed to the 
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screen, meaning “just like this lecturer”), but this one he had PowerPoint with 

questions. It’s problem solving. I really like it!”  

 In this experiment, students from both sections had a hard time answering 

questions related to the lecture. Students paid attention to the lecturer, with and 

without example notes. When the lecturer provided disorganized writing on the board, 

students felt frustrated, and that affected their understanding and note-taking.  

No questionnaire was given this week.  

Classes in the Sixth Cycle  

John’s class in the sixth cycle.  

Mid-term Review. 

John finished grading students’ mid-term exam this week, and he handed the 

test back to the students who all looked concerned as John was returning the test. They 

could not wait to see the score as soon as they received their paper. Most of them 

looked through the whole paper and tried to find where they missed points. Some 

students shared their scores with neighbors’ usually ones who were of the same 

nationality. Some had smiles on their faces, and some had frowns.  

Knowing students’ concern for exams, John and I decided to make a series of 

PowerPoint slides to go through the test with them in order to make it a learning 

experience rather than only a test.  Figure 4.26 is an example slide.  
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Figure 4.26 

Mid-term Slides Example 1 

 

     

Note. This slide shows part of the listening cloze in the mid-term exam. Students were 

asked to listen to a speech, and they were given a script with words missing. They 

needed to fill in the blanks with the words they heard. On this example slide, John did 

not only show the answer key (the missing words “half” and “international”, but the 

sticky notes highlighted the phrase “in the…market” to students, to enhance their 

English learning by providing information and reminding them of information.)  

 

The plan for this session was for John to walk students through the whole test 

and help them understand the article, the questions, the answers, and the useful words 

and phrases that appeared in the test. We intended that all students would benefit from 

following John through the test, not only students who wanted to know the correct 

answer for certain questions they had answered incorrectly. Students should also have 

had a chance to raise questions and have discussions.      

Because John did not have time to look at the slides I had made before class, 

he did not have a mental plan for how to deliver the information. For the first a few 
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slides, John proceeded quickly, and he did not account for the notes I had put on the 

slides that might benefit the students. I looked around the room, and I sensed some 

students were getting frustrated because they barely had enough time to look at the 

slides and to take the notes they wanted. John sensed it too, since he started to lose 

students’ attention, so he decided to slow down to get their attention back.  

“What’s the answer for this one?” John asked. 

“Sorry?” Students were surprised that John’s lecture pattern had changed 

quickly, so they had not expected questions. A few of them flipped through their 

papers to find the question that John was asking. Figure 4.27 shows the slide I 

designed for this question. As with every slide in this series, I included the question 

and indicated the textbook section. I added animations to the elements so John could 

show the answers whenever he was ready. In this case, John paused for a few seconds 

to give students’ time to focus their attention, and he waited until a few students tried 

to give the answer.  
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Figure 4.27 

Mid-term Slides Example 2 

 

  

  
 

Note. This is an animated slide. The question showed at first and then the answer (the 

graphic). Instead of showing the written words, I put graphics on the slide so that John 

could narrate over the graphics. This is to help students comprehend the information 

by providing them both textual and pictorial information.   

  

John continued to use this style of instruction for the rest of the lecture, and 

students were much more involved. They progressed from trying to answer with soft 

voices, to confidently speaking out loud to share their own answers to the questions. 

This is extremely valuable in a higher level listening and speaking class, because 

students then have the opportunity to think through more complex ideas and practice 

describing them verbally with clear logic and accurate sentence structure and grammar. 
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This was an example of embedding listening and speaking practice throughout the 

class—not just in the planned and structured exercises.  

Vocabulary    

Based on students’ feedback (including previous questionnaires as well as 

personal communications), I tried to include new words, the functions of the words, 

pictures, and example sentences into the slides to help students learn new vocabulary. 

Figure 4.28 is an example of a series of slides that I designed for John to help teach 

vocabulary. The panel on the left shows a few slides in the series (they were slide 4 

through 8), and they all shared the same format. The slide on the right is a bigger view 

(in the editing mode) of one of the slides. On each slide, in addition to the new word 

that was introduced in the textbook, I added a different form of the word, a picture, 

and an example that narrated the picture.  
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Figure 4.28 

Chapter 9 Vocabulary 

 

 

Note. This is an animated slide.  

For the first 10 minutes, before he talked about the vocabulary, John was 

leading a discussion about an exercise in the textbook. It was primarily Saudi students 

who were engaged in the activity. Unfortunately, seeing John and Saudi students 

interacting with each other did not encourage Chinese students’ willingness to take 

part in the discussion. It seemed that the Chinese students had more resistance to the 

discussion while Saudi students were more involved. Many Chinese students sat back, 

and looked down to their desks as if the discussion had nothing to do with them.  

Ten minutes later, when John showed the first slide (See Figure 4.29), the 

Chinese students began to pay attention. In fact, all of the students picked up their 
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pens and were ready to take notes. The first slide was about the word “controversial”. I 

had a picture of a pre-mature baby being held in an adult’s hands.  

Figure 4.29 

Vocabulary Slide—“Controversial” 

 

    
 

Note. This is an animated slide. Image retrieved from 

http://manipurchatroom.blogspot.com/ 

 

Because John’s class had students from Saudi Arabia, China, Colombia and 

Thailand, and the laws for abortion are different in those countries, it was eye opening 

for students to see how people from other countries view this issue differently. The 

intention of the slide was for students to not only learn a word, but also develop their 

ability to see the world from different perspectives.    

http://manipurchatroom.blogspot.com/
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In my observation, the first slide had grabbed students’ attention, and some 

students appeared to be surprised to see that abortion is still a controversial issue in the 

world as they softly let out a “hmm” sound. Many of them quickly took notes 

regarding the noun form of “controversial” since this was not in their textbook. Some 

of them wrote the example sentence down on their textbook next to the new word.  

The second slide was about the word “vandalism.” I included a photo of a 

bamboo forest, and on some of the bamboo trunks carved Chinese writings could be 

clearly seen. As soon as the Chinese students saw this picture, they forgot the 

reticence that they had at the beginning of the class. Some of them started reading the 

words that were carved on the bamboo which made Saudi students curious. “What’s it 

say?” some Saudi students asked, and John was eager to know also. “Bu Naizhao was 

once here on a tour.” Laughter followed with “That’s funny!” All the students laughed. 

Carving names on trees is a behavior that is not encouraged in China, but some people 

still do it. Thus Chinese students were familiar with this, and they were willing to 

share with the whole class what they knew about it. As shy as they were in class most 

times, they became confident at that moment, and many of them were willing to 

answer the questions their peers and teacher had as the whole class became active.  

Vocabulary game. 

Despite the need to frequently introduce vocabulary items in the class, many 

new words never had the chance to be mentioned again. The work flow of the class 

was strictly directed by the sequence of the exercises that were provided in the 

textbook. Though the text encouraged students to discuss the content, my observations 
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revealed that students did not have the opportunity to have group discussions and there 

was a lack of authentic communication. In 1979, Cummins (as cited in Faltis & 

Coulter, 2008) argued that when learning academic English, ELL students need to 

develop the language ability through a cognitive approach that goes beyond 

comprehensible input alone. Academic vocabulary needs to be used by students in 

social contexts; thus a commitment in practice needs to be made. Because of this, I 

wanted to try to give students some time in between learning new vocabulary and the 

next exercise in the textbook, and allow them to reflect on what they just learned by 

interacting with John without pre-written scripts. 

I created a vocabulary game (see Figure 4.30) for students in the class, and the 

way to play the game was different for every word. Sometimes I took words apart into 

letters, and put the letters in random order. Then I asked the students to rebuild the 

words. Sometimes I gave them the meaning of the word, and I gave them the number 

of letters in the word, and they needed to seek out the answer. Sometimes I gave them 

more letters than they needed to build a word. Sometimes I took out a few letters to 

ask them to complete the word and then gave the meaning of the words. All of the 

items were available in the students’ textbook. 
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 Figure 4.30 

Vocabulary Game 

 

 

Note. All slides were animated. The answers to the questions did not show until John 

and students were ready.      

 

When students saw the question, they not only reflected on the spelling of the 

words they just learned, but also on the meaning of the words. They looked excited 

and also intense whenever a new slide came up, as if it were a race among all students, 

and they all had a chance to win. Students shouted out their answers to the question, 

and they were eager to see the correct result. Though John did not review the game 

before he used it in the class, this worked to his advantage because he also became 

part of the game. When John said the game was challenging and he also couldn’t give 

all the answers, students seemed to find comfort and yet became more competitive. It 

meant more if they gave the correct answer to difficult questions, and they did not feel 

embarrassed when they made mistakes.  
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How much difference it makes.  

There were two fill-in-the-blanks exercises in Chapter nine; John used slides to 

help teach only one of them. It was surprising for me to see how much difference 

students showed in their attitude as well as level of understanding.  

In the first exercise, students were asked to listen to a lecture, and capture the 

lecture language that signaled the definition for the words and terms listed in the 

exercise. They would have a second chance to listen to the lecture again and then write 

down the definition of the words and terms. In the second exercise, students were 

asked to read a transcript from a lecture and then fill out an incomplete set of example 

notes. I anticipated students would find the second exercise much easier than the first 

one.  

I designed slides for John to use for the first exercise. I put the blanks on the 

slide and used animations to provide the fill-in-the-blank answer key when John was 

ready to show it as illustrated in Figure 4.31. John played the recorded lecture, pausing 

the CD after a question was addressed in the lecture. He showed the slide with blanks 

that needed to be filled, and then asked students what they would put in the blanks. 

After students gave their attempted answers, John showed the answer key in the 

blanks. Students tried to give answers actively and kept looking at the screen as if they 

could not wait to know if they answered correctly.  
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Figure 4.31 

Listen for the Word in the Context, Capture the Lecture Language and Give the 

Definition of the Word 
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In the second exercise, John used the document camera to project his textbook 

on the screen, and he asked the students to complete the example notes on the 

textbook. Students were on task—they participated in the discussion and seemed to 

enjoy the collaborative work with their peers. However, as John edited students’ notes 

on the screen, the page became cluttered making it difficult for students to read the 

final answers. I heard a student asking his neighbor, “Can you read the notes?” The 

other student shook his head. I looked at his textbook—it was still blank although he 

had a pen in his hand ready to take notes. As John moved behind the document 

projector, the colors and brightness on the screen would change, and that made it even 

more difficult for students to focus.  

“Is this word necessary?” John asked while pointing at one of the words on the 

screen. The students replied, asking “What is it?”  because they could not even see 

what the word was. As John finished the exercise, I glanced around the room—many 

of them looked puzzled, with their books still mostly blank. 

Students’ questionnaires.  

The majority of students gave very positive feedback to the vocabulary 

learning this week. Fourteen out of 15 students said the pictures and example 

sentences had helped them understand the new words although a few of them said they 

did not fully understand how some of the pictures related to the words. Following the 

lesson, I had been concerned about this also, because sometimes John did not guide 

students through the pictures and sentences. For some words, he showed the picture 

and the example sentence very quickly, and moved on to the next word. For John, it 
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might only take a few seconds to look at all the information on the slide and make 

sense of it, but it would take the students much longer, especially when they wanted to 

take notes on the example sentences.  

When asked if learning vocabulary with visual aids had helped them remember 

the words better, 13 out of 15 students said yes.  

“Yes, like remembering the picture of Ph.D graduation helped me to stick the 

relevant word in brain.” 

“I think sometimes if the picture is impressive, it will be easier to remember.” 

“Yes, especially impressive pictures and interesting example sentences.” 

“Yes, new words are easier to be understand by context and picture.” 

“Yes, it’s a lot more fun than the usual way therefore I could learn the words 

faster.” 

“Yes, cus pictures always stuck within the brain.” 

“Yes, that make me can imagine the feeling of those words.”  

“Yes, it’s sometime hard to remember the word, but when you see the photo 

you going to remember the word.” 

Most students were also positive about the mid-term review. They liked the 

format of the slides and how the clear layout had helped them with taking notes and 

correcting their answers. A few students said John went through the slides too quickly, 

and they did not have a chance to study the slides or take notes.  
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When asked about the vocabulary game, the majority of the students responded 

enthusiastically, twelve out of 14 saying they liked the vocabulary game—it was fun 

and meaningful.  

“Yes because I play this game everyday in my cellphone ‘hangman’. Also it 

help you to enhance your spilling. Yes it helps us to remember the words.” 

“Yes I think is different and make students to think about new vocabulary 

words.” 

“Absolutely (like it)! I would love to have it in the further classes.” 

“Yes, I think it’s interesting, and can also strengthen our’s memory for the 

vocabulary.” 

“Yes it makes the class funny, so you can learn and have fun.”  

Students responded in the questionnaire that “we must learn and have fun in 

the same time.” They claimed they needed more time to take notes, and they wanted 

more opportunities to speak and more organized activities to participate in.  

Ruby’s Class in the Sixth Cycle. 

Students’ presentations. 

In the past week, students were assigned to go to a student services office on 

campus, interview faculty or staff about the student services, and bring back 

information to present in class. Students were divided into pairs with each pair 

instructed to report on a different service. Different from John’s class, Ruby required 

students to use visual aids although she did not specifically say which kind. She 

suggested PowerPoint slides, posters, and pictures, but left the options very open. 
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Interestingly, all groups used PowerPoint in their presentations. In order to 

encourage active listening and participation, Ruby handed out peer evaluation forms to 

students for the activity. The style of the slides varied from group to group, and it 

appeared the audience had different responses and reactions to different presentation 

and visual aid styles. In one of the groups, students used a lot of pictures. They visited 

the Native American Long House on campus and they took pictures of things they saw 

that were interesting. They showed the pictures full screen to students, as they 

provided narration and directed the audiences’ attention by pointing at certain parts of 

the picture. From the postures of the audience, I sensed that they were interested while 

listening to the presentation. Many students had their hands under their chins as if they 

were processing the information. Sometimes they smiled, and sometimes they had 

questions to ask. This was one of the best students’ presentations I had seen so far.  

Another group used a different presentation style that did not attract the 

audience as much. While they showed mostly traditional text-based slides with bullet 

points, I heard sighs from the audience as some students looked away at other places 

and some started talking with each other. However, when the presenters did show a 

picture, most students in the audience looked up at the screen though they still did not 

show excitement. Students sat back and looked relaxed. They were quiet, and I did not 

see any facial expression or body language that indicated if they were listening or not. 

At the end of the presentation, nobody had any questions or comments for the 

presenters. 
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In general, students were very active during most presentations, and Ruby was 

very happy about their performance. Ruby had a big smile on her face when we talked 

about this presentation assignment after class. She seemed to be very proud of her 

students, and she also believed the feedback forms had helped the audience to think 

actively and critically of their peers’ presentation.          

Students’ questionnaires.  

According to students’ feedback from the questionnaires this week (see 

appendix B), students all believed it was worth the time they spent on making the 

PowerPoint slides, and the majority of them shared their positive experience.  

“It took me 1 day and one hour before we present. I think it worth. Yes I had 

fun.” 

“(I spent) 15 minutes. Of course it is worth it. I really liked the experience.” 

“(I spent) 2-3 hours. Yes, I can learn more and more impress.” 

“I enjoy because is a way for getting ready to the presentation.” 

“I think is very helpful when you do a presentation and is easy for your 

audience to enjoy it.”  

“I learned a lot.” 

There were also students who were not as satisfied as the majority of students 

about their performance although all of them enjoyed the experience of making slides. 

One student said that he forgot what to say in front of the class, while another student 

said it was his first time making PowerPoint slides; thus he did not know what to 

expect.  
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When asked if students thought visual aids had made their presentations better, 

ten out of 15 students said “yes,” three said “maybe,” and two were not sure. Some 

students showed their concern for the audience—they thought about how their 

audience would feel and how they could make the presentations an enjoyable 

experience for the audience; some students thought about the question from their own 

perspective—they were concerned if the visual aids would make it easier for them to 

present; and a few students focused on the instructor—they were happy as long as the 

instructor liked it.  

Classes in the Seventh Cycle 

John’s class in the seventh cycle. 

A sleepy day. 

On the first day in the seventh week, John’s students seemed to have lost a lot 

of passion in class. Many of them looked tired and sleepy, and they responded very 

slowly. The symptoms became worse during the cloze exercise. 

After John had already started playing the audio recording of the cloze exercise, 

some students were still copying notes down from the white board from the previous 

activity. It appeared that students struggled with decoding the handwritten notes on the 

board, thus they needed longer processing times. After the audio recording of the cloze 

exercise was played, John went through the answer key with the students by projecting 

the transcript using the document camera. The document camera proved difficult to 

adjust, and John even tried to close the curtains and turn off the lights to help students 

read the words on the screen. It was obvious that students could not see well—some of 
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them frowned, some of them gave up looking at the screen, and some of them were 

talking to their peers while not responding to John.  

John also noticed students’ lack of interest, so he asked a question to engage 

them. “What’s this?” he asked while underlining the word “swig” and looking around 

the room. There was silence. John pointed at the transcript and moved the paper to 

direct students’ attention, but it did not help. Students were not responding, and some 

closed their eyes or looked away as John moved the paper. I assume they felt the same 

way I felt—a little seasick from the movement and the blurry image. Several students 

in the back row started playing with their cell phones, and John became frustrated. 

“Everybody is kind of asleep!” he pointed out, then offered “Stand up everybody!” 

Students stood up, but with unwilling looks on their face.  

John suggested playing “Simon says,” which turned out to be an effective way 

to stimulate and motivate the class. Although some students seemed to be confused 

about the rules of the game, most showed better concentration afterwards. From what I 

could see, all of the students followed John’s instructions, and they turned to the right 

page after they sat down.   

The next activity involved PowerPoint slides (described below), but at the 

beginning some students did not even know there was a set of slides for this activity. 

This is because they never looked up to the front but always looked down at their 

textbook, although they did catch up later on. Students who saw there was a series of 

slides seemed to benefit from the visual support. I saw these students comparing what 
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was on the screen with what they had written on their textbook, and they made 

corrections.  

They also did not seem to have trouble seeing the words. John realized 

students had a much easier time following him, and he asked to confirm, “I saw 

somebody writing this down…Clear? Better than the board?” Students nodded, and 

some were more verbal answering “yes.” “Better to wait for the answer first or give 

the answer first?” John continued to ask. Students all said it was better to wait for 

them to provide the answer first. This suggests that students know how they learn 

better—they indicated that giving them the answers too quickly did not help them with 

learning, but providing think wait-time helped them to learn.  

This series of slides only had 4 slides, but all with animations, so that John 

could have full control of when to show certain parts of the slide. Students were 

assigned to listen to a recorded lecture and answer four related questions. This 

required students to take notes in order to answer the questions. When designing these 

slides, I had approached the way of doing this activity in a slightly different manner 

from before. I used animation to only show the question first, so students could have 

some time to think about the answer. Then I provided the main structure of the answer 

on the slides, but took out the key words in the answers. In this way students had a 

second chance to think about the answers, and they needed to find the details in their 

notes. Figure 4.32 shows one of the four slides. In this case, “words,” “barking dogs,” 

and “crawling babies” were the key information in the answer to this question. The 
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basic structure of the answer was given, and students needed to find the key 

information from their notes.  

Figure 4.32 

Find Details in Notes 

 

     
 

 

I also tried the technique of surprising students by asking questions that they 

would not expect, and they may or may not know the answer to. For example, I circled 

some words and phrases and asked them the meanings. I wanted students to not only 

practice their listening skills in this activity, but also be able to learn something new 

and useful. When John asked the students “What does this mean?” some students took 

out their dictionaries and tried to find the words, while some students looked at John 

as if they were waiting to hear the answer to the question. Of course, not all students 
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were interested in knowing words and phrases that were not on the vocabulary list in 

the textbook—possibly seeing them as an extra distraction.  

A presentation assignment. 

Based on students’ feedback from both questionnaires and face-to-face 

communication, John decided to try letting students present with visual aids. It was a 

big change in John’s presentation assignments, because he had forbidden students to 

use visual aids in the previous presentations, so this assignment was an experiment to 

him.  

John assigned students to form pairs with two students from different countries. 

Students were assigned to provide background information on a certain topic and then 

lead a discussion in class. Giving the assignment itself appeared to be an exciting 

experience for students—they could choose their own partner, and their voices seemed 

to show they were excited to use visual aids.   

The idea of having two students from different countries presenting together 

appeared to change the dynamics in class. Students had the opportunity to speak to 

their peers who came from a different sociocultural background and who had a 

different first language.  For the past seven weeks, students always sat in rows with 

their friends. Chinese students sat together in the first and second rows; and students 

from Saudi Arabia always sat in the second row and third rows, as if there was a 

border in the classroom. When students were told that they needed to find a partner 

from another country, they started to look across the “border.” I saw students who had 
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never talked to each other begin to communicate; they appeared to be shy at first, but 

they all seemed happy to have found partners.  

 In order to prepare students for success, John invited me to give students a 

presentation about how to give presentations with visual aids. Having prepared in 

advance, I first provided students some negative example slides, and I asked the 

students to tell me what the problems were. Some students saw the problems right 

away, such as the font was too small, too many colors were used, and the images were 

blurry. I then talked about the role of visual aids as well as some guidelines for making 

PowerPoint slides. I spent a lot of time designing this presentation and making the 

slides because I did not want to give students “laws” of what exactly to do, yet I 

wanted to make sure my presentation gave them a positive experience that would 

inspire them to create effective visual aids.  

 Students’ questionnaires. 

Most students seemed to benefit from the presentation I gave. Fourteen out of 

15 students said they learned new things from the presentation. Most students focused 

on the design of the slides, such as colors and fonts, while some students focused on 

making things easy to understand for the audience and giving effective presentations, 

not merely making the slides visually attractive.  

This presentation also inspired students in other ways. Thirteen out of 14 

students said they would try to do something different from what they used to do. 

Some students said they would try to add more pictures instead of listing bullet points; 

some students said they would “pay attention to the feeling of audience;” some 
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students said they would think more about how to organize the slides, and some said 

they want to “inspire the audience to think about the topic.”    

The majority of students (71%) also suggested seeing the way PowerPoint 

slides were used by their instructors would affect how students themselves use 

PowerPoint slides in their presentations.  

“Models can influence the way we use PPT.” 

“We saw instructor use PPT way that can get student attention, so we will use 

the same way to get attention from other students.” 

“…it gave us so many ideas.” 

 Ruby’s Class in the Seventh Cycle. 

 Handouts or not. 

  The recorded lecture Ruby used this week was about logic. Ruby wanted to 

see whether or not giving handouts to students before or after the lecture made a 

difference in students’ comprehension of the lecture.   

In the section one, Ruby gave the handouts to students before the lecture was 

played. On the handout, there were questions about the lecture students were going to 

listen to, and they were asked to answer the questions after they listened to the lecture. 

Ruby explained the handouts with students, and then started playing the video. Most 

students focused on the handouts throughout the lecture. I saw them trying to find 

where the lecture was at according to the questions they had on the handouts. Some of 

them kept looking back and forth between pages because they could not decide if the 

lecturer had talked past the last question on the previous handout page. I saw the 
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activity was guided by the handouts, but not students’ comprehension of the lecture. 

When the lecturer in the video wrote the important words on the white board, most 

students totally missed them because they were too focused on looking at the 

questions on the handout slides, and they did not have the time to look up. I saw many 

students gradually loose attention throughout the 15 minutes when they could not find 

which question they should be looking at.    

Ruby assigned students into groups to discuss their answers to the questions, 

but it did not seem to go well. I sat in the corner looking around the room, and I could 

see students’ handouts still had a lot of blanks. From what I could hear, there was not a 

lot of discussion, aside from “I don’t know,” and “I don’t know too.”  

In section two, Ruby tried a different strategy. Instead of giving students 

handouts and talking about them, she asked students what they knew about logic. She 

had some discussions about logic with the students, and students were all very active.  

“Do we use logic every day?” Ruby asked. 

“Yes!” Most students answered.  

“Some people don’t use logic,” a student from the second row suddenly spoke 

out. The whole class laughed. Ruby laughed also, and she continued to give examples 

of daily use of logic. She used lively body language as she moved around the room. 

Students were laughing, and their eyes were all on Ruby. The atmosphere was pleasant 

and upbeat.  

Ruby did not give students the handout as she played the recorded lecture. 

Students only had their own notebook to take notes on. Very different from what I saw 
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in section one, students in section two paid full attention to the lecturer. They tried to 

see the handwriting on the board in the video, and they smiled when the lecturer gave 

examples. However, students seemed to miss some important words because of their 

lack of vocabulary, such as “deductive logic,” “Socrates,” and “inductive,” words that 

did appear on the handouts.  

After the lecture, Ruby put students in groups of three, and she gave them the 

handouts. From what I could see and hear, there were a lot more discussions among 

students than section one. “He said…” “No, I think he means…” “What’s that mean?” 

“I think he used a word ‘mis’ something.” The students in section two focused more 

on the content of the lecture, instead of aiming on finishing the task of answering 

questions on the handouts.  

Classes in the Eighth Cycle 

John’s class in the eighth cycle. 

Students’ presentations with visual aids. 

Thursday morning, as usual, I was sitting in the corner of the classroom 

waiting for class to start. Some students were looking over their presentations on their 

laptops.  

“Weiwei, can we move the tables and chairs?”    

“Why?” 

“I want us to sit in a circle.” 

“You might want to ask John about it. But I think it’s a great idea!” 

“OK! Thanks!” 
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Students waited for a while, but before John came, they moved the tables and 

chairs. Everybody was helping, and it was one of the few times I saw students from 

different countries talking to each other. All of them seemed to be very happy about 

the new setting. When John came, he seemed surprised, but very happy about the 

change. “Wow! Looks nice! You guys did it?!” I saw proud smiles on students’ faces.  

The first group had one student from China and one student from Saudi Arabia. 

Their topic was “Technology Addiction.” The Chinese student talked first. John 

looked disappointed when he saw the student had slides full of bullet points. The 

student had simply moved his notes to the screen, turned his back to the audience, and 

read the bullet points on the screen. The audience looked bored. They did look up at 

the screen, but they had no communication with the speaker. I could not feel any of 

the excitement students had before class—the enthusiasm vanished only after a few 

slides. I thought this was exactly why John did not want students to give presentations 

with PowerPoint. I was worried our experiment would turn out to be a total failure. 

However, things totally changed when the Saudi student (Hamad) started to 

talk. It was obvious that they had made their slides separately because the Saudi 

student had a very different style of slides. Hamad did not have any bullet points, but 

used graphics showing the research data he had collected, and full-screen pictures that 

he had taken by himself. Hamad’s second slide was a picture of one of his friends 

driving at 70 miles per hour at night while texting on his cellphone. The audience let 

out a “wow hohoho” sound and started to laugh. Hamad continued to say this was not 

a joke, and it was not meant to be funny. However, people do crazy things, and the 
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picture showed an example of how addicted some people are to technology. The class 

calmed down instantly, as if they suddenly realized how serious the issue is and how 

terrible and scary a situation like this could be.  

Hamad did an excellent job of directing the audience’s attention. He stepped 

away from the screen, and he used the white board to draw a scale. He asked students 

to rate themselves on how addicted they were to technology on a scale of one to ten, 

and he asked students to share their answers. He had the full attention from the 

audience, and the audience seemed interested in participating as he turned the 

discussion to the audience very smoothly.  

The second group of students was also a Chinese and Saudi team (Heng and 

Ali). Their topic was “Education: What’s for.” It seemed to me that these two students 

worked very closely together in preparation because they had the same style of 

PowerPoint slides, and they presented with a similar style also, working more like a 

team. 

Heng and Ali used PowerPoint slides effectively as visual aids to show photos 

that attracted students’ attention. Figure 4.33 shows two of the slides Heng and Ali 

used in their presentation. When showing the slide on the top in Figure 3.3, Heng 

explained that those were real pictures depicting typical students’ lives. He explained 

the heavy work load of an average student in China. In contrast to this slide, Heng 

showed the slide at the bottom of Figure 3.3. It was a picture of students tearing their 

books apart after the annual university entrance exam. Heng raised serious questions 

by showing these pictures: “What’s the goal of education?”   
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Figure 4.33  

Students’ Slide Example 1 
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Heng and Ali showed some data they had gathered from their research. One of 

the slides in particular made all of the students talk, including the quietest students in 

the class. Figure 4.34 illustrates the slide they used to show the data they gathered. 

Figure 4.34 

Students’ Slide Example 2 

    

   

  

Heng and Ali interviewed some international students, and 50% of them said 

they would choose to cheat to pass a class if they had difficulties when studying. 

Students in the audience laughed while John and I were shocked. “So what’s the point 

of education?! Teach us cheating?” Heng asked, “Did you guys ever cheat? Raise your 

hands if you ever cheated.” At least half of the students raised their hands without 
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even thinking, and they could not wait to share why they cheated and how cheating 

was related to the educational system.  

Heng and Ali both did a wonderful job of attracting students attention and 

guiding the discussion, but it appeared that Ali’s way of showing data was more 

effective. Ali always showed the research question first, and then showed the research 

data they collected. Heng always showed the research questions and the research data 

at the same time. Students gave Ali stronger responses when they saw the research 

data, while they seemed to be less inquisitive about Heng’s slides although Heng and 

Ali had very similar data to share.    

Jeopardy game. 

As we were getting close to the end of the term, John wanted to do a review of 

vocabulary. He also wanted to make it fun, not just a dry recitation of a vocabulary list 

with the students, so I suggested a Jeopardy game style.     

I created one column for each chapter students had studied, and one column for 

words from any chapter. There were five point options for students to choose from, 

with more points for more difficult items. Figure 4.35 shows the panel of the 

Jeopardy-style game. Students were asked to pick a value in a category, and then John 

moved the mouse over the value and clicked on it. The built-in hyperlink took the 

PowerPoint to the question slide that had been assigned to the value in that category. 

Students then needed to answer the question immediately. After that, John could 

simply click anywhere on the slide to jump to the answer slide. Then he could move 
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the mouse over to a “house” icon located in the bottom right corner of the question 

slide, and that would bring up the main panel slide shown in Figure 4.35.    

Figure 4.35  

The Jeopardy-Style Game 

 

 
 

 

Students were put into groups of two or three and whoever raised their hands 

first would have the chance to answer the question. There were a variety of questions: 

for example, “Which word has the meaning ‘to understand the difference between 

similar things’?” “The word ‘motivate’ is a verb, what is the noun form of ‘motivate’?” 
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“Use the word ‘rational’ to build a sentence.” “What is the synonym of ‘conclude’?” 

“How do you spell [ˈsɪmjʊˌleɪt]?”  

Students were obviously very engaged by the game. They were competitive, 

and they had fun. Sometimes students from different groups raised their hands at the 

same time, and they “fought” for the opportunity to answer the question. They 

negotiated with each other, and sometimes there was a little teasing between the 

students. Before this session, I had never seen students communicate with each other 

to this degree. There was a lot of laughing, jumping up, clapping, and most 

importantly, I saw students highly engaged and everybody was reviewing the 

vocabulary they learned throughout the term in a fun way.  

Students’ questionnaires. 

Students reflected on the two presentations their peers had given that week. 

Only two out of twelve students said they read all the words on the text-based slides.  

“…the sentences sometimes too long.” 

“…I wanted to listen what they say.” 

“I will get attention on the images not the text.” 

“…too many words.” 

“…I think was more important to pay attention to the guys were explaining.”  

Most students showed enthusiasm for the Jeopardy game. Eleven out of 14 

students said the Jeopardy game had helped them review the words they had learned 

during the term.  

“Too much helped me.” 
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“Yes with the excitement, and challenging between students. For me that make 

words easy to remember.” 

“Yes when I make a mistake I had learned something.” 

“Yes, and it’s interesting! By playing games with friends and classmates 

helped me remember them well.” 

“…you can check what you know and what not.” 

“It’s interesting!” 

“It’s easy and fun!” 

As in Ruby’s class, not all the students were excited about playing games. 

Some students did not like the fast pace, and there was one student who had not 

understood the rules of the game.  

Eleven out of 13 students said that the Jeopardy had helped them gain new 

knowledge. But from their explanations, I think many of them meant the game had 

helped them recall what they had forgotten.  

Classes in the Ninth Cycle 

     John’s class in the ninth cycle. 

Students’ presentations. 

This was a presentation week. John had finished all of his lectures, so he used 

the week for students’ presentations. After students had reflected on the 

ineffectiveness of bullet point slides in the previous week, none of them used text-

based slides this week. Here are the details of what I observed.  
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One of the presenters had a lot of photos to share since the topic was global 

warming. There was a picture on each slide, and she progressed through them very 

quickly. The audience seemed to enjoy her slides, but after seeing four to five pictures 

in a row and at a very fast pace, students in the audience looked overwhelmed. They 

did keep their eyes on the screen, but I saw more and more students frown, and it was 

difficult to tell if the others were interested because they did not show any facial 

expressions. When the presenters finally stopped to ask a question, there was no 

response from the audience.  

One of the groups used some charts to show data. The charts were very 

complex, and the speakers did not guide the audience to understand them, thus the 

slides were more like a background, because students in the audience all looked at the 

speakers, and none of the students were trying to read the charts.  

Two students in one of the groups had obviously spent a lot of time preparing 

their slides. This set of slides had a very complex structure, organized by hyperlinks, 

but students in the audience seemed to lose interest. This could have been because it 

was toward the end of the term, because they were not interested in the topic, or 

possibly they were lost in the structure.  

Students’ questionnaires. 

In this questionnaire, students showed a very different attitude toward students’ 

presentations. With visual aids, ten out of 13 students reported they always listened to 

their peers when they presented, while only two students said they sometimes listened. 
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All of the students said the PowerPoint slides had helped them understand the 

background knowledge the speakers presented.  

“Yes (it helped). In this class with people from everywhere is not easy to 

understand everybody.” 

“When I can’t understand what speaker said, I can reet the PPT.” 

“We can understand from those pictures.” 

“The picture expressed their opinions well, and the words concluded their 

theory.” 

Ruby’s class in the ninth cycle.  

Ruby had planned the last week of the course to be a review of the term’s 

materials.  

Students’ questionnaires. 

Because observing a regular on-campus class was a big part of this class that I 

had not ask students about, I wanted to survey students about how they felt about the 

classes they had observed throughout the term.  

Seven out of eleven students said the instructors used PowerPoint in the classes 

they had observed, two students said their instructors did not use PowerPoint, but they 

wished the instructors would have used it. Many students mentioned that the 

PowerPoint slides were very helpful for them to take notes. They claimed that having 

the printouts of slides that the instructors used, could free them from intense note-

taking; thus, they would have more time to listen to the instructors and comprehend 

the content.  
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I also had a hypothetical question for students. I asked them if they would 

judge a teacher based on the quality of his/her slides. Six students said “yes”, mostly 

because they believed instructors who used slides had spent the time making them and 

that showed the instructors cared about students. Four students said it depends on 

other factors.  

“I think that it (having good slides) is not enough because ppts are a tool, but it 

is more important how the teacher use this tool in order to achieve his or her goal. If I 

use the same tool that Miguel angel I’m sore that I couldn’t do the same work.”  

“It adpand to her skills and her way to delivery inf.” 

“It’s depends on instructor. Some instructor can teach every well without ppt 

but some can’t, and sometimes it doesn’t mean the instructor prepared the ppt, it 

maybe someone prepared for the instructor.”      

Instructor’s Interviews 

Following the methodology, discussed in chapter 3, I interviewed John and 

Ruby individually both at the beginning and at the end of the term. I reserved a private 

room for each interview, and all interviews were audiotaped for transcribing purposes. 

As soon as the transcripts were finished, they were sent to the instructors for them to 

review and to edit.  The interview was scheduled to be 60-90 minutes, but all 

interviews were completed between 50 to 70 minutes. In this section, I will name 

John’s interview at the beginning of the term as interview J1, and his interview at the 

end of the term as interview J2. I will name Ruby’s interview at the beginning of the 

term as interview R1, and her interview at the end of the term as interview R2.    
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John. 

John had been teaching International students for over 20 years. In interview J1, 

John emphasized that he wanted to create a student-centered instructional environment, 

“We exist here not for me, we exist for the students…Even if I’m in control, even if 

it’s a lecture, I’ll still try to be student centered…It’s HOW you give the information.”  

In interview J1, John also mentioned that he had only used PowerPoint in one 

of his classes throughout the years, because it takes “too much time to think about 

making slides.” From his perspective, there were many other possibilities for 

instruction and so many techniques and materials are passed from one teacher to 

another that “you always inherited in this field—always inherited [materials] from 

somebody else.” He explained that because slides had not been used in most classes, 

the elements of using such visual aids had not been created yet to be shared with him 

or other teachers. He added that at his institution, “you inherit courses from somebody 

else, which almost never include PowerPoints. Not included!” He also suggested that 

“Maybe if we started, a little bit more…you know…It’s a momentum thing to get 

enough people using it, over long term…it will take some time to get people get used 

to using it.”  

John seemed to be excited about this research in interview J1, although he 

admitted whenever he thought about PowerPoint slides, he thought about bullet points. 

He visualized a screen full of words for students to read. “It’s just text.” He said, “You 

can’t read it from the back and there is too much information you get in one chunk. 

There is a certain limit of how much they can get in one chunk. You ought to respect 
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that or you are going to lose your attention, definitely. They read the first line, 

nah…forget the rest.” This point of view also agreed with Merli’s (2011) idea which 

he stated in his tips for effective PowerPoint use, “use more visual than words” (p. 49).   

Because interview J1 was done in the second cycle, John had already 

experienced some slide use in class. He was very happy about the slides I had made, 

commenting that “The ones you created made it much more effective. To the point 

that the last couple of times when I got off the PowerPoint, or went beyond the 

PowerPoint and used the more conventional blackboard, I felt kind of naked. Like 

I’m…there should be more here…it doesn’t have impact anymore! I’m losing their 

attention awfully fast.”  

When John first decided to take part in the research, he faced some dissenting 

voices from his colleagues. One day when I met him briefly before the term started, he 

reported that “They told me ‘You don’t need PowerPoint in your class, John. It’s a 

listening and speaking class.’” None the less in interview J1, he expressed his 

willingness to try new things in his class, “I have never been willing to say something 

can’t be done. I always say ‘you never know until you try it. You never know unless 

you experience it—if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work; or if it doesn’t work, we find 

another way to make it work.’ But to say at the beginning, ‘it won’t work’ is very 

close-minded.”  

When asked about how John would respond to the current critics about 

PowerPoint use in education, such as the “death by PowerPoint” perspective, he 

understood it as the misuse of PowerPoint. He was against teachers putting texts on 
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the slides and reading through them in class, and because of the common misuse of 

slides, he forbade his students to use slides in their presentations. He explained that he 

did not want PowerPoint slides to become a crutch, and he did not want slides to “do 

the talking for the students.”  

Interview J2 took place after the last week of class. John said it had been a long 

and hard term, but he was happy with my participation and contribution to the class. 

“Your PowerPoints…they really made things more vivid to the students…and the 

students…and I, you know, like it to become a permanent part of the course.” 

Although the visual aids seemed to help John in class because it had saved him time in 

class, students were able to read the words better on the screen, and they appeared to 

enjoy the images and the games, John was still struggling with creating the student-

centered environment that he had described in interview J1. He commented that the 

need to cover a lot of material contributed to more content-centered instruction than he 

wanted, saying, “And that’s,  largely due to the syllabus itself…trying to make it 

through the syllabus as it was would have been impossible.” In other words, the 

pressure of including the prescribed content pushed aside time for more student-

centered instruction.  

In students’ questionnaires, they had commented that the slides John used to 

teach the rhythm of English had helped them in learning to speak English, but in 

interview J2, John did not seem as enthusiastic as the students. “It’s hard to say 

whether that would be effective or not, we’ll need to give that a couple of trials, at 

least two more trials and I can make a judgment if it’s going to be effective.” John 
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seemed to focus on the result of teaching, while students seemed to focus on the 

process of learning.  

In interview J2, John expressed that he was happy with the presentations 

students gave with PowerPoint slides. “The PowerPoints were really good…those 

ones that the students made. I was really impressed… some of them are better than I 

could do. They are really sophisticated in their use of PowerPoints, how well they 

used pictures and photos.” However, after seeing the successful students’ 

presentations with visual aids, John still maintained that students needed to do the first 

two presentations without slides because he “did not want the slides to do the talking 

for students,” and “they (the students) need to make their point with language.” 

John also mentioned one thing he wanted to do but we did not do—embed 

videos or audio recordings. He was concerned that embedding makes the PowerPoint 

file too large, “but it’s a way of using it effectively.” From my experiences supporting 

faculty and staff with slide design, John’s idea represented the voice from many 

teachers.  

When asked how John liked his experience of using the slides and giving the 

lectures this term, John answered with a firm, “It definitely made the class better. 

That’s not a question, there is no question about that.” He also recognized there were 

more things he could learn about the tool and how to use it to make his class even 

better, saying, “You know you mentioned at the beginning, death by PowerPoint, and I 

still say that’s only because people haven’t been able to use it effectively. It’s only 

death by PowerPoint if people use it ineffectively.”       



218 
 

 
 

John was very excited about the games. Like the students, he loved the 

Jeopardy-style game, and he wanted me to teach him how to make it himself because, 

“It did create a more interesting class dynamic!” John was also very positive about 

teaching vocabulary with slides. He commented that the design of images and 

animations had helped students in their acquisition process, and they “made a big 

difference to their ability to remember the words and use them.”          

In interview J2, John shared his willingness to learn the techniques for making 

slides in PowerPoint, and he also recommended adding teaching and practicing 

PowerPoint presentation skills to the listening and speaking classes. He said it would 

require some teacher training for teachers who did not see the value of including this 

technology into listening and speaking classes, but he seemed positive when thinking 

about new teachers adopting and adapting PowerPoint into their classes with the 

materials eventually becoming a permanent part of the course.  

Ruby. 

Ruby had been teaching language classes for over 25 years, and she said that 

her ideal classroom atmosphere had not changed over the years. No matter what kind 

of class it was, Ruby had always wanted to “try get the students to do the talking, 

whether it’s whole class or pairs or small groups.” However, Ruby said it did not mean 

her class was always student centered, although she would try to make all of her 

classes student centered.  For example, in her Guided Observation class, the goal was 

to show students recorded lectures, thus students practice listening to lectures and 

taking notes. Ruby said a lot of information was from her in this class, so it was 
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difficult to make a student centered class although she tried to encourage students to 

talk about the lectures with each other and share information before she gave them the 

answers. 

Ruby started using PowerPoint in 1995, but she was not satisfied with how she 

used it, especially when she first began. “When I first started I had no idea what I was 

doing. All I knew was just write stuff, so it was mostly words, which is not good. 

Because then you tended to read what’s on the screen, which is horrible, which I don’t 

let my students do at all, not any more. But I got better at it, I learned how to embed 

videos, embed pictures, images and things like that, and that made it much better.” 

Different from John, Ruby encouraged her students to present with visual aids. She 

discussed the idea that “a picture is worth a thousand words” with the students, and 

she talked about not using too many words on their slides.  

From her years of experience, Ruby had learned that providing students with 

slides with heavy text was not effective for teaching; she also recognized many 

teachers still use text-heavy slides. “I think they (many teachers) use PowerPoint with 

a lot of text, because it saves them from writing on the board. And it can be helpful in 

that respect. If you would either have to write it on the board or show PowerPoint, I 

would choose a PowerPoint, because it’s faster, students don’t have to wait for you to 

write something on the board, you don’t have to turn your back on your students, and 

so it’s helpful for that reason.” Similar to what John shared about his colleague who 

provided students with slide handouts with blanks, Ruby provided students with 

outline-based PowerPoint slides. Ruby called this type of slide a “skeleton”, and she 
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encouraged students to fill in the information with lecture information. She received 

very positive feedback from the students for this type of slide. 

In interview R1, Ruby showed her excitement of participating in this action 

research. She considered observing fellow teachers to be a very important element in 

teaching, but such observations never happened because of the busy schedule teachers 

had. She did not know if other teachers used PowerPoint or any other type of visual 

aids. Ruby believed teachers need to learn from each other, but not having the 

opportunity to see how others teach made it difficult for teachers to grow. Ruby 

seemed happy to work with me in this research, and she was eager to learn more 

advanced techniques in PowerPoint. “I don’t know how to do all these fancy stuff that 

you do;” Ruby laughed, “I would love to learn that, because it makes a huge differense 

in their attention.”  

Ruby’s response to the idea that “PowerPoint only works for certain subjects” 

was clear. She said PowerPoint, or any type of visual aid, could be adapted to any 

subject area. “I think there is really nothing you couldn’t use a PowerPoint for if you 

know how to use it.” Ruby had never used PowerPoint in her Guided Observation 

class, and she was looking forward to the experiment.  

When I interviewed Ruby at the end of the term, she still had her enthusiasm, 

and she showed great appreciation for the action research in her class. She was 

satisfied with all the PowerPoint slides we had used in class, and she said she 

considered the class to be a good one, though it was not perfect. Ruby said the 

recorded lectures she had used were too scripted—they were designed for international 
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students. “They were very easy lectures. I mean, they…the speech patterns were slow, 

there were no ‘ehms’ and ‘uhms’, and you can tell they were rehearsed, which I don’t 

think helps the students that much. It’s not the real world, exactly.” Since observing a 

regular college level class on campus was part of Ruby’s assignments in her class, she 

found a disconnection between the lecture recordings she used and the classes taught 

on campus for undergraduates. For this reason, Ruby was very happy about the 

PowerPoint slides we used in her class although sometimes it was challenging for her 

because the slides were not text based and she needed to know the unwritten 

connections between every visual and verbal element.  

Having read students’ notes at the end of the term, Ruby noticed some 

differences between the notes some students took during her class and in the other 

class students observed on campus. For example, Ruby had a very hard time reading 

the notes that one of her students took in her class, but the notes this student took from 

the class she observed were excellent. “Evidently there was a PowerPoint that she can 

follow, because the spelling wasn’t…I mean it’s still bad, but it wasn’t as bad as what 

she did in my class.” As a linguist, Ruby said she believed using PowerPoint to 

constantly feed students with the spelling of words could eventually improve students’ 

spelling. “It will,” Ruby said, “if they hear it and see it, and then they also have to 

produce it. They have to write it.”  

In interview R2, Ruby also expressed her willingness to learn more about 

making PowerPoint slides but she was concerned about the amount of time. She said 

nobody had taught her how to use PowerPoint, so she only knew the basics, and she 
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had taught herself how to use more advanced options such as embedding a video or 

image. Now with her heavy teaching load, she barely had time to explore the program 

and make good slides. “All teachers want to use a visual aid effectively, and we all try, 

but we can only do what we know how to do.”  Responding to students’ perceptions 

that teachers are lazy if they do not provide students with good visual aids in class, 

Ruby said she could understand both sides. “I can understand what the students are 

saying, especially if there is lots of text, I mean, I hate that, you know. I mean I can 

sympathize with them but I can also sympathize with the teachers—when do you have 

time to learn that, and who is going to teach you?”  

Students’ Interviews 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, I interviewed two students from each class during 

week 6 and week 7. I looked through the students’ informed consent forms (Appendix 

F) to pick out students who were interested in participating in an interview. In order to 

understand students’ perspectives with less bias, I intended to select students with 

different genders, levels of English proficiency, and levels of engagement in class. I 

chose Jose and Ying from John’s class, and Abdulla and Shuhui from Ruby’s class. I 

reserved private rooms for each interview. All of the student interviews were 

scheduled to be 60 minutes or less, and all interviews were completed within that time 

frame.        

Jose. 

Jose was from Columbia. He had been studying English since he was in 

kindergarten, and now he is a professor in business at a university in Columbia. He 
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said that although he had been studying English for a long time, he still did not speak 

good English. This was because he had not thought English was important, so he had 

never paid much attention to it before enrolling in this institute.  

Jose said it was his first time seeing PowerPoint used in English classes. In 

general he liked PowerPoint although he thought some instructors used it better than 

the others. “I think that I learn more when I’m learning by myself instead of just 

sitting and listening. I think I learn when I am working, like writing or speaking or 

presentation…” Although Jose said he liked to learn by himself, from his explanation, 

I think he meant actively using language himself though this can be done alone or as 

part of a class. 

As hard as Jose tried, he was still having a difficult time keeping up with note-

taking which he considered to be very important, as a student and as a professor. “You 

know, I think that working to take notes is very hard for people who is not a native 

speaker. So if I’m trying to listen and I’m trying to write at the same time, 

probably…I’m gonna lose some information. So I just do one thing at the same time. 

Probably when I’m getting better at my English, I will be able to doing two things.” 

Jose said in other English classes he had taken, the instructors mostly used a document 

camera for checking the answers to students’ homework. He did not identify any 

differences between using a document camera and a PowerPoint slide for uses like 

sharing answer keys.  

When asked about John’s rule of not using PowerPoint for the first two 

presentations, Jose seemed frustrated. “I’m not going to read my slides, I’m just 
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having a guide for me and the students.” When asked if Jose listened to his peers’ first 

two presentations, he quickly said no. “I think that is boring. I mean it’s good for the 

person is doing the presentation.” I asked if he thought having some visual aids would 

help. “Yeah sure,” Jose said, “I think that when a student is presenting, is kind of 

teacher this time, so the students should be prepare to give the presentation for 

everybody.”  

Jose strongly believed PowerPoint could be a good tool in teaching, and how 

instructors use it is the key. “I think PowerPoint is a good tool for learning and for 

teaching. Because it’s up to the teacher. … a teacher knows how to use slides, that 

would be very helpful.” Jose continued and shared his teaching technique using 

PowerPoint, “I think when I was teaching, I used to have…in the middle of the 

room…the PowerPoint, and on the other side, the board. So I am working at the same 

time on both. It’s like different kind of activities are helpful for students learning 

because they are changing from one activity to the other.”  

Jose recognized that John had been saving a lot of time in class by using 

PowerPoint. This was in accord with John’s comments on how he thought PowerPoint 

helped him move faster sometimes, and he appreciated it because he was struggling 

with covering all the materials he needed to cover.  

When I asked Jose if he had any suggestions for PowerPoint use in John’s 

class, he seemed to be satisfied with the way John had used it.  
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Ying. 

 Ying was from Beijng, China. She had been studying English for over 15 

years, and she identified a speech style in the English classes in her country. She 

sensed more interactions between teachers and students now in her classes in the 

States although she had only been here for five months. She said her teachers in China 

did use PowerPoint in classes, but not in English classes. She shared an example on 

how PowerPoint was used in one of her classes in China, “I have a part-time study in 

Peking University before for the international trade, the professors like to use 

PowerPoint. But it’s also written in Chinese to tell some stories, some long notes, they 

will not write on the blackboard.” Ying said it was very difficult to read the story on 

the screen, while listening to the professor who was saying something different from 

what was on the screen, and trying to take notes at the same time. It was even in her 

native language. Ying did not like the text-based slides at all, she said “I can buy a 

book if I just focused on the text.”  

Ying did not appreciate John’s pace as much as Jose and John did. Both Jose 

and John saw time saving as a positive thing—PowerPoint slides had helped John to 

move faster in class, but Ying believed students needed more time to process what was 

on the slide.  

Ying shared about one of her favorite English classes in the States, and she 

emphasized how the instructor used technology especially the visual aids this 

instructor used and his active way of teaching. “He use for the…I think he also doesn’t 

like the…write a lot of words or sentence on the blackboard, or he use Prezi.com to 
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make PowerPoint. Sometimes he also show some pictures and cool websites…I think 

he is not only use projector, so he also use picture (physical picture).”  

Like Jose, Ying also showed her frustration with John’s “no PowerPoint” rule 

for the first two presentations. “You know my first presentation, I prepared for 

the…my PowerPoint for, uhm, maybe six hours, and only sleep for maybe two or 

three hours that night, and I told him I prepared for the PowerPoint for tomorrow’s 

presentation, can I use it. He said no.” Ying continued to say, “I want to be perfect in 

my presentation, because I’m afraid of my pronunciation and expression and I want 

everybody here to understand me. I think the purpose of a presentation is not to say 

some words by your own that cannot be understood by other. I want everybody 

understand…yeah…communicate.” Ying’s concern was admirable, but from what I 

had observed in the first two presentations students gave, there was no communication 

between the student presenter and the students in the audience. Most students said they 

did not listen to their peers, and that was what I had observed in class during the 

presentations also.  

Responding to the critics of PowerPoint use in teaching, Ying said she agreed 

with the criticism to some extent. She said sometimes she would ignore the instructor, 

but focus on the PowerPoint slides if there were things she wanted to copy down. She 

believed this was a problem that could be solved if instructors had an appropriate pace 

while showing the slides and giving instructions. 

In the interview, Ying appeared to be very happy about the slides John had 

used although the fast pace sometimes was a problem for her. On the other hand, she 
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praised the use of a lot of photos in teaching vocabulary, and she liked to see photos 

taken by the instructors. “If they use their own personal pictures, we’ll feel more close.” 

Ying considered building a good, trusting relationship with instructors to be very 

important. Ying shared some examples of how photos taken by me that were used on 

the slides had helped her memorize words, such as the photo of my cat and dog facing 

each other with the caption “they made permanent friends”. Ying recited the example 

sentence to me in the interview, saying “You see I can even remember the word in the 

sentence because of the picture.”  

 Abdulla. 

Abdulla was from Saudi Arabia, and he was in Ruby’s class. When he said he 

had only been studying English for 16 months, I was shocked. He came to the States 

with no English except “Yes” and “No,” but now he was in the highest level in the 

institute.  

Abdulla said his teachers did not use visual aids at all in his country, and he 

said it was difficult to understand the content being taught. “Seriously, here in the 

United States, it’s too easy to understand classes because they use PowerPoint or 

something like that. I think PowerPoint help students to learn more, to understand 

easier than if the teacher don’t use visual aid.” Abdulla said plain talk in class would 

make students sleepy because it is “just too boring for the students.”  

However, Abdulla was not simply looking for something visually interesting. 

He talked about how in one of his favorite classes, the teacher put text on the slides for 

teaching reading and writing, and he found that to be extremely helpful. He also liked 
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his grammar class in which he said the instructor used PowerPoint a lot by showing 

students images with sentences underneath the images. Then the teacher introduced 

grammatical rules by giving example sentences and fun images that indicate the 

meaning of the sentences. This technique is similar to how I had designed the slides 

for John’s vocabulary lessons.  

Abdulla considered PowerPoint slides to be one of the best things he liked 

about Ruby’s class. He especially mentioned the class when Ruby introduced the 

American educational system. He said that without slides, it would have been a very 

difficult subject to understand because things were different from his country. He was 

impressed by the timeline on the slides, and he believed that it had made the 

information very clear and straightforward. I did remember students had a lot of 

questions related to the topic that day in class, and it did not happen often. I think it 

was not only Abdulla, but most students were following Ruby’s explanations well and 

were thinking actively.  

Although Abdulla had no experience with PowerPoint before he came to the 

States, he had already given three or four presentations with PowerPoint in his English 

classes, and commented, “I really like it! It also helped me to make my presentation 

better, easy to send the message to students about my topic.” He continued saying, 

“Especially in studying English. Because many students are from different countries, 

different accents, some people don’t understand to other people, so PowerPoint help 

students to explain the topic in the presentation.”      
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Different from students in John’s class, Abdulla said that although he did not 

always listen to his peers’ presentations, he usually did. Abdulla believed that the use 

of PowerPoint had a positive influence on his concentration during other students’ 

presentations.  

When asked what he thought about the “death by PowerPoint” argument, he 

laughed and said, “Maybe they (teachers) are lazy!” He thought that teachers who rely 

on PowerPoint but do not pay attention to real communication with students in class 

were showing signs of laziness.  

Like many other students, Abdulla found the biggest challenge in class was to 

take notes. “This hard, very hard. After class, you go to, go to study the…your notes, 

because if you leave it like one or two days, maybe you’ll…yeah, forget something. 

Because you use observation and not taking notes.” Like Ying said, it was even 

difficult for her to listen to the instructor and take notes in her native language, which 

highlights the difficulty for students to accomplish note taking using their second or 

third language.  

Shuhui.      

Shuhui was from Taiwan, and she had been studying English for 10 years. She 

said that although her teachers in Taiwan mainly focused on grammar, she liked to 

watch TV and listen to English songs to learn English. “They don’t even speak 

English!” Shuhui laughed. She thought her teachers in Taiwan had no or very little 

English speaking skills, and English classes focused heavily on grammar with no 
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visual aids at all. “I always just took notes, then I don’t know what I’m write…write 

down.”   

In the States, like many other students, Shuhui had the same challenge with 

note-taking in class. “I don’t know how to write the…some difficult terminology, 

and…because this is not my main language, so it’s very hard to take notes when 

teacher speak really fast.” Shuhui said that once she misses a word, she might miss the 

whole point the teacher was making. She said having slides would be very helpful. 

She gave an example of the class she was observing which was a very new and 

difficult subject for her, but the instructor’s use of PowerPoint slides had helped a 

tremendous amount. I wanted her to explain in more specific details, but Shuhui 

seemed to have a hard time explaining in English. Her answers tended to be short, 

without much discussion and explanation.  

Although it was challenging for Shuhui to be interviewed in English, she tried 

to make her ideas clear. When asked if she thought PowerPoint would reduce the 

amount of communication between students and instructors, Shuhui quickly answered, 

“I think it depend on how instructor present the PowerPoint…I really like you present 

the PowerPoint…” referring to the presentation I gave to the students at the beginning 

of the term to obtain their consent for this research. “You can say more clearly, it’s 

more helpful…international students,” she added.   

Shuhui said she could only understand the instructors 70% of the time without 

visual aids, and she could only focus for about 30 minutes. Shuhui said sometimes 

visual aids would help her to understand more and concentrate longer, but again, she 
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could not explain more specifically. She seemed very excited when she talked about 

“something attractive on the slides,”  adding that “attractive things” would bring her 

mind back to class if she had started to wander away.  

When we were about to finish our interview, Shuhui suddenly said she really 

liked the video about babies learning languages that I showed in class. “I didn’t know 

the pronunciation cannot be changed…because I didn’t know the pronunciation word 

is affected by age.” Shuhui was talking about what she had learned from the 

presentation lecture in which the presenter provided very clear graphics to show how 

age is critical for learning language and when babies begin to discriminate sounds. 

Shuhui implied that she remembered these very clearly because of the visual aids that 

accompanied them.   
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Chapter 5-Discussion 

In this chapter, the six research questions will be discussed individually:  

1. What are the experiences and perceptions of ELL students and instructors 

regarding PowerPoint use in ELL classes?  

2. What are preferred PowerPoint styles of the ELL students and instructors? 

3. What factors affect the effectiveness of PowerPoint use in ELL classrooms? 

4. What factors need to be taken into consideration when designing 

PowerPoint slides? 

5. What are the recommendations for ELL instructors? 

Research Question 1: Experiences and Perceptions of ELL Students and 

Instructors Regarding PowerPoint Use in ELL Classes 

 

English language learners (ELLs). 

The word “PowerPoint” was not new to the ELL students who participated in 

this study, although their experience with the tool varied because of their diverse 

cultural and educational backgrounds. In students’ questionnaires and interviews, the 

word “PowerPoint” was sometimes used for other types of presentation tools such as 

Prezi and document cameras (for definitions see Appendix A). This is less a mistake 

than it is a simple generalization. I have been a graduate research assistant in a media 

services department at a state university for over three years, and after working with 

faculty and staff on designing visual aids for their classes and presentations, I do not 

see this as ELL students’ misuse of a word or a name, but a conflation by many 

teachers and students of PowerPoint with all visual aids.  
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Nonetheless, all of the ELL students who participated in this study had 

experience with the tool PowerPoint. Some of them were familiar with it when they 

were in their home countries, and some of them started to learn about it in the United 

States. Despite the fact that PowerPoint has received much criticism in recent years, 

the majority of the participants in this study showed positive impressions of 

PowerPoint use in classrooms at the beginning of the term before this action research 

was conducted, but their viewpoints varied. Some students considered PowerPoint to 

be helpful in class because of the pictures and animations used on slides; while some 

students thought the text helped them to understand and to follow the instructors. 

Some students believed text on slides could help them with note-taking, while others 

hesitated to make the connection between text-on-screen and taking notes.  

Most students appreciated instructors using visual aids in class. To them, it was 

not only a way to help them to learn, but also a sign of instructors caring about them 

and making an effort to help them have positive experiences in learning. However, 

students also recognized different ways slides might be used. Some students did not 

necessarily appreciate their instructors using slides that were from textbooks or 

inherited from other instructors, but according to John, inheriting teaching materials, 

including materials for visual aids, is very common among teachers of ELL students in 

the language institute at the university. Contrary to this practice, students liked to see 

instructors develop their own visual aids because students did not want to see their 

teachers repeating what other teachers have to say, or not even knowing the slides well.  
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In the questionnaires as well as in interviews and personal communications, 

students frequently asked for more time in class. They asked for time to see the 

pictures, to read what their teachers had written or shown, to take notes, and to make 

sense of what was being discussed. My interpretation of this is that the students were 

asking for meaningful communication with their instructors; for them learning a 

language was not only about receiving information about the language—they wanted 

more time to use the language while they learned it in order for the information to 

make sense to them.  

Communication is not only verbal, but also through visual channels.  

Communication in the ELL classrooms I observed was, in fact, a complex form that 

required high levels of concentration for both learners and instructors. When teachers 

gave instructions, students comprehended the information by listening to the verbal 

constructions, reading any text that was referred to, connecting these to any visual 

images as well as interpreting the instructors’ facial expressions and body language, 

and gathering clues from their peers. It was common that students did not understand 

every word the instructor said, but there were multiple resources that helped students 

comprehend the meaning and learn the language. When students complained about 

“not having enough time,” they were overwhelmed by trying to juggle all these pieces; 

thus chunks of information were missing, and that led to frustration of students feeling 

as though they could not keep up and stay focused in class.  

When instructors paced themselves by using slides, the ELL students seemed 

to benefit from this use of PowerPoint in class. Although not all students complained 
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about their instructor’s handwriting, according to the questionnaires, all of them 

preferred to see printed text instead of handwriting. Students mentioned that spelling 

was one of their major challenges, so being able to distinguish each letter of a word 

was very important to them—something that native speakers may be less concerned 

with when their attention is on the concept being taught rather than the details of a 

foreign language. During class, I noticed that students did not start to write down notes 

until the instructors had finished writing. Most students stared at the instructors’ hands 

as they were writing and talking and only started to copy down the notes after the 

instructors had finished writing on the board. This did not appear to be a sign of 

students being off-task; rather they were focusing on the instructor, but choosing to 

comprehend what the instructors were writing before they began taking notes for 

themselves. Some students commented in the questionnaires that in some 

circumstances, listening to the instructor was the priority in order to make sense of the 

oral instructions. Some students also reflected in both interviews and questionnaires, 

they found it was very hard to perform multiple processes in English at the same time. 

If they simply copied down whatever the instructor was writing, they did not have the 

time to think about the meaning and make sense of it. The problem was, as students 

were writing down their notes, the instructors had already moved on to the next point. 

Because most of the ELL students in this study (especially students from Asia) tended 

to go with the flow, and not speak up to request that their teachers slow down when 

needed, some students acted frustrated, some seemed really busy trying to catch up 

with the instructors’ pace, while others gave up maintaining an active mind in class 
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and started engaging in irrelevant behaviors, such as playing with their smart phones 

and drawing on their papers.  

Having slides did not solve these problems completely, but it helped a lot. 

According to students’ feedback, they believed PowerPoint slides helped them with 

note-taking, although a few students identified more specifically that PowerPoint 

slides only helped with note-taking sometimes. Most students considered slides with 

text to be boring, and they would rather see something more interesting such as 

pictures that would help them to understand the concept, useful animations, or 

sometimes just humorous things that made them laugh.  

Because Ruby’s students had the opportunity to observe regular college classes 

as part of the Guided Observation class assignments, most of them had experience 

with the way PowerPoint slides were used in other university classrooms, and their 

feedback on this was positive. One of the students found me after class, and he could 

not wait to share his perception of PowerPoint use. “It is great!” he said, “the handout, 

he print out…the PowerPoint…students all have them. Very helpful, clear!” In the 

class he observed, the instructor had printed out the PowerPoint slides and given the 

printouts to the students as class handouts. Although presentation designers such as 

Garr Reynolds (2008) do not recommend giving the audience the exact same materials, 

many ELL students found that having a printed version of the key words  was helpful 

for them in understanding the instructors as well as with note-taking since spelling was 

recognized by ELLs as one of their greatest challenges.        
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In general, students preferred instructors to use PowerPoint slides rather than 

document cameras or no visual aids, and they would have liked to have seen written 

words when they had a hard time understanding the words being spoken, or when they 

could not spell the words. However the ELL students who participated in this study 

also acknowledged that PowerPoint slides did not need to be used throughout a lecture. 

One of the students from Ruby’s class discussed his thought with me, and he 

suggested PowerPoint was not always the best tool to help with every activity in class. 

Some of John’s students also reflected in the questionnaire that PowerPoint slides 

were not necessary for some exercises in the textbook.   

Using a non-native language in learning can be exhausting. Tudor (2001) 

stated that “a language is not simply a linguistic system, but the means of expression 

and communication used by a community of human beings” (p. 69). In class, ELL 

students are not only learning the grammar and vocabulary of English, but also using 

English as a vehicle to learn the content of the lessons which requires understanding 

the meaning of the language. Students who participated in the research reflected that 

they could not focus throughout the whole class, but it would have helped if there had 

been “activity changes” or if there were funny photos on the slides to make them laugh. 

I also observed that the instructors regained some lost attention when they moved 

around in class, such as moving from behind the teaching console to the white board, 

and walking around in the classroom. Therefore, “activity change” does not 

necessarily mean switching to a totally different task, but changing a delivery method, 

injecting a bit of humor, or simply changing the tone of the voice. PowerPoint itself 
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could not make these things happen—they are the techniques of a skilled instructor. 

Although some students who participated in this research study considered instructors’ 

technology skills to be the most important quality, most students considered teacher-

student communication to be the most important. The majority of students evaluated 

their instructors based on the instructor’s personality and teaching style.   

Many of the ELL students mentioned that their ideal teacher is one who is 

friendly, who talks to students and encourages them to share their own opinions. They 

did not want to sit through a lecture doing exercises and checking their answers with 

the answer key the instructor provided. Though PowerPoint could do this, when used 

in more engaging ways it could help generate discussion and encourage 

communication leading to a more student-centered lesson. For example, when 

teaching the word “vandalism,” John’s students talked to each other about carving on 

bamboo in China when they saw the carved bamboo picture on the slide. The picture 

captured the interest of both the Chinese speakers and the other ELLs who wanted to 

know what the characters meant and their authentic interaction provided them the 

opportunity to use the word “vandalism” in meaningful conversations.   

ELL educators. 

During the time when instructors were being recruited to participate in this 

action research, multiple language teachers told me “it’s an interesting study, and I 

know you use PowerPoint well, but we don’t use PowerPoint in our language classes.” 

One ELL instructor talked to me sincerely about his concern regarding this research 

study, “You won’t have any people sign up for it,” he said, “I don’t want you to be 
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disappointed to find that nobody wants to participate. I could see PowerPoint being 

used in other classes, but we just don’t use PowerPoint in ELL classes.” This 

instructor had been teaching at the language institute for a few years, and he was 

familiar with the culture there. He reminded me with good intentions that were based 

on his understanding and perception of PowerPoint use in this language institute and 

his comments did seem to represent many ELL instructors’ voices at the same institute.     

At the beginning of the term, when John and Ruby were asked to think of a 

typical PowerPoint slide that instructors use in class, they both pictured a text-

based/bulleted slide, and they both did not see very positive uses in ELL classes with 

that type of slide. John also told me that many of his colleagues did not understand 

why he wanted to participate in the research, “you don’t need PowerPoint in your class” 

they said. John’s answer was, “But I want to try. I don’t want to say no unless I tried 

and proved I don’t need it.”  

Before this research project began, an initial meeting was held. My major 

professor, my supervisor in the media services where I was working at, the academic 

program director in the language institute, all of the academic program coordinators, 

and the two instructors who were interested in the research were present. When the 

research idea was presented to the group, they were excited about it, but they were 

concerned about how using PowerPoint would change their current curriculum and 

create a lot of extra work and responsibility for the instructors. The concern was partly 

generated from this group of ELL educators’ perceptions of PowerPoint use—

PowerPoint is usually used throughout the class as a primary organizational and 
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informational tool. However, using PowerPoint throughout the whole lesson was not 

in the design of this research because it does not support interactive language teaching 

and learning.  

In practice, using PowerPoint from the beginning to the end of a class session 

is fairly common in college classrooms as well as at professional conferences; thus, it 

is reasonable (though problematic) that educators, including ELL instructors, assume 

that PowerPoint can effectively structure their presentations while instructors provide 

explanatory and narrative detail. Among the large number of PowerPoint users and 

audiences, a presentation with PowerPoint slides is usually named “a PowerPoint 

presentation,” as if PowerPoint carries the presentation, delivering the content and 

transmitting the spirit of the presentation. PowerPoint seems at times to be over 

emphasized, misused, and misunderstood.    

Many ELL educators in this institute had been introduced to the presentation 

tool “Prezi,” and they asked, “Why not Prezi? Prezi is the new PowerPoint.” This 

research could have explored the use of Prezi as it is more recently developed 

presentation software, but it is not a better, or an upgraded PowerPoint. Like 

PowerPoint, Prezi is a presentation tool that is used in many fields, such as in business, 

education, and at any variety of conferences. Prezi and PowerPoint have similarities, 

and they also have differences. Prezi allows presenters to focus on different pieces of 

the larger presentation visual aid structure that is on one big page while PowerPoint 

usually provides visual aids in a form of linear series of slides. Prezi is well-known for 

its zooming feature that helps the audience to see the big picture, which appears to be 
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unique and superior to PowerPoint. However, the impact and success of a presentation 

or a lecture largely depends on how the speaker uses the tool, but not entirely on how 

new or how different the tool is. When Reynolds (2010), the author of Presentation 

Zen, talked about Prezi in 2010 on his website, he said he had not seen a presentation 

with good use of Prezi, although he did believe Prezi could provide great visual aids to 

the presenter to produce a successful presentation. Four days later, having just seen a 

TED (see Appendix A) talk that used Prezi, Reynolds updated his opinion on the same 

website, and he shared the presentation referring to it as “one of the best TED talks 

ever…Content is spot on. A great, subtle use of Prezi” (Reynolds). 

 In the first interview, Ruby also mentioned Prezi, and she told me that she 

enjoyed her first try with the program. She said it was great fun and students loved it 

except they started to get seasick with all the zooming she had created. “Oh stop it!” 

Ruby said, imitating to me her students’ reactions, “We are getting seasick!” her arms 

forming a big “X” in the air. Besides this potential side effect of Prezi, it is indeed an 

effective tool to show the audience a global view of a concept by connecting details 

with the whole structure. It is an excellent tool to use for story-telling or sharing an 

idea that involves many aspects “because the content is ordered by size and grouping, 

creators make connections explicit that might otherwise have been less obvious in a 

standard slideshow presentation” (Yee & Hargis, 2010, p. 10). Students also find it to 

be interesting and fun because Prezi is still relatively new in classrooms.  

Ruby saw great potential in Prezi use in her classes; however, after seeing a 

few PowerPoint slides that I had made, Ruby also recognized that PowerPoint could 
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do just as much as Prezi does despite the fact that PowerPoint does not have the 

zooming function. Both Ruby and John felt it was eye-opening to see how much 

PowerPoint could offer, and they were excited about the potential use of PowerPoint 

in their classes. John also introduced me to his colleagues and their classes, and they 

invited me to give presentations on how to give a presentation using PowerPoint.  

In this language institute, I felt less rejection of PowerPoint as the term 

progressed. John gained more faith in this research, and he even hoped to incorporate 

PowerPoint slides into the design of the Listening and Speaking class so that future 

instructors could inherit them. “It definitely made the class better.” John said, “That’s 

not a question, there is no question on that.” At the end of the term, both John and 

Ruby were positive about the use of slides in ELL classes, but they both agreed the 

preparation time is a major drawback for ELL instructors to design and create 

PowerPoint slides.   

Ruby reflected on the fact that learning to use the PowerPoint tool is 

challenging for instructors. “I don’t know how to do that, and nobody has ever taught 

me. And I guess I could go for a tutorial for PowerPoint, and maybe learn some of it, 

but who has time?” ELL instructors in the institute taught 18 credit hours per quarter 

in order to be full time which translated into 5 different courses of 3 to 5 hours each 

per week, not to mention office hours and other duties; thus, their time for preparing 

each class was very limited. Although they acknowledged that PowerPoint could be an 

effective tool that would increase the quality of teaching and learning,  not having the 

technical support and having to learn all by themselves were the reality, and making 
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the time for learning and creating new teaching materials is very challenging. As Ruby 

commented, “All teachers want to use a visual aid effectively, and we all try, but we 

can only do what we know how to do.”  

ELL instructors not only inherit teaching materials from their peers, they also 

inherit teaching styles from their teachers. In personal communications with ELL 

students, a few of them commented that the way students  approached and carried out 

their presentation assignments and used visual aids was affected by their instructors’ 

teaching styles and their instructors’ use of visual aids. Like John and Ruby, when 

thinking of PowerPoint, many ELL instructors naturally thought of bullet point based 

slides, and they did not see how that would help create a student-centered classroom 

and how that would help ELL students learn English, especially for listening and 

speaking.  

In Fall 2011, after I finished collecting data for this action research, I attended 

a regional TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages) conference 

with mostly ELL instructors from Oregon, Washington and Canada. I presented my 

ideas on using PowerPoint in ELL classrooms, and I used a variety of PowerPoint 

slides during my presentation. I also introduced a few slides as examples to show ELL 

instructors’ different ways of using PowerPoint slides in teaching. The feedback was 

very positive, and one of the ELL instructors came to me after the presentation to say, 

“You made my day! And you made the drive totally worth it!” Many others 

commented that they had never seen PowerPoint used in such a creative manner, and 

they always visualize bullet points whenever thinking of PowerPoint, just as Ruby and 
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John did. I realized it is not only Ruby and John, it is not only the school or the 

institute in which they work, it is not only their personal experience, but many ELL 

instructors’ vision of PowerPoint is similar, and their experience with interactive types 

of instruction  that are enhanced by PowerPoint is very limited.    

Research Question 2: Preferred PowerPoint Styles of ELL Students and 

Instructors 

 

Learning is social, and in this study, ELL students and instructors showed 

mostly agreement in their preferred PowerPoint styles. This indicates that in the social 

learning environment, communication with the assistance of PowerPoint is a two-way 

street: (a) when instructors are comfortable with the PowerPoint style they use, they 

tend to be able to deliver the information with more confidence and clarity; (b) when 

instructors use PowerPoint slides more effectively, students tend to feel positive about 

the slide design and styles.  

In general, students and instructors in this research preferred slides with 

images, appropriate animations, and slides that provided the class with interactive 

communication opportunities. They did not show positive attitudes toward text-based 

slides. However, students also reported that vocabulary (especially spelling for some 

students) was one of their biggest challenges, so seeing the words on screen helped 

them to understand the words and to remember their spelling.  

I used high quality images, high contrast colors, 32 font size or greater, and I 

avoided too much information on one slide. I used animations only when they were 

needed. For example, I animated some elements of the slide so some elements 

appeared later than the others. This was to give students an opportunity to think 
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actively in class by raising their curiosity or to prime them with a question before 

revealing the answer. This also provided the students and their instructor a short 

period of time to develop a conversation or a discussion.  

However, this is not to say colors, animations, and images are always preferred 

by students and instructors. In fact, many students mentioned “simplicity” as their 

ideal PowerPoint style. Too many colors or over use of animations and images could 

also lead to unsuccessful PowerPoint design. What follows are two examples of 

designs that were produced by students for their presentations which were not 

successful as visual aids.  

Example one.  

 In John’s class, two students gave a presentation about global warming. They 

used images excessively and they advanced the slides quickly. Students in the 

audience were paying attention when the two presenters showed the first few slides, 

but I noticed the audience lost their interest very soon although the presenters had 

good pictures to show. The problem was that the presenters did not give the audience 

time to process the pictures. Furthermore, their oral narration of the pictures was very 

simple—usually they only had one sentence, but the pictures themselves usually 

carried far more detailed information. When there was not enough verbal explanation 

for the audience to fully comprehend or appreciate the pictorial information, they 

started to lose interest. As I sat in the audience with other students, there was a sense 

of “picture overload.” This can be explained using Mayer’s (2005) model (see Figure 

1.1 on p. 6); there was a large amount of information going through the pictorial 
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channel, but students did not have time to process the information. Meanwhile, there 

was limited verbal information going through the verbal channel, but students could 

not learn much from the instruction.  

Example two. 

Two student presenters spent two weeks building their PowerPoint slides for 

the last presentation assignment in John’s class. They had excellent ideas and their 

depth of thought was impressive. They structured the PowerPoint by using built-in 

hyperlinks. In most cases, a hyperlink is used to connect a path of connections or 

thoughts. Hyperlinks in PowerPoint can be very helpful if used appropriately, but they 

can also be confusing if the hyperlink structure is not built clearly for the audience to 

see.  

In this case, the two students used hyperlinks excessively. There were multiple 

levels of hyperlinks, and at each level, there were also multiple links. The presenters 

went through all the hyperlinks but the audience showed no interest. My impression 

was that the audience was interested in the beginning to see what was behind a 

hyperlink, but they lost their interest when they realized there were many links built in 

this presentation. John was sitting next to the front door, frowning. It appeared to me 

that he was also confused by the complex structure of the presentation.  

As a result, it is difficult to define a style that is preferred by the instructors and 

students, but I would like to summarize it into four phrases—not too much; not too 

little; carry the spirit of simplicity; and express the complexity of thoughts. 
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Research Question 3: Factors Affecting the Effectiveness of PowerPoint use in 

ELL Classrooms 

 

In this research study, a variety of PowerPoint slides with different styles were 

used in two ELL instructors’ classes. According to students’ feedback, it was difficult 

to define a best PowerPoint slide style, but there are a few main factors that influence 

the effectiveness of PowerPoint slides: (a) instructor’s pace; (b) use of Images and 

animations; and (c) creativity.   

Instructors’ pace. 

 When discussing the effectiveness/helpfulness of the PowerPoint slides that 

were used in class, students focused less on the look of the slides, but more on the 

pace with which instructors presented them. For example, in one of the first 

questionnaires students submitted, instructors’ teaching was mentioned six times, and 

four of the comments were about the pace being too fast. Throughout the term, some 

students complained that they did not have enough time to see and process what was 

on the screen while listening to their instructors talk. In vocabulary learning sessions, 

some students found the images very helpful for them to understand the meaning of 

the words, but some students had a hard time making connections between the images 

and the words, and they wanted more explanations from the instructor and more time 

to process the pictorial information.  

 Different from students who are English native speakers, ELL students’ 

linguistic issues appear to be the most salient to their role in ELL classrooms (Ovando, 

Combs, & Collier, 2005). ELL students in the present study found it was challenging 

to listen to the instructor while reading the text on the screen and taking notes at the 
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same time. Among the 33 students who answered the question “Some students 

mentioned that they had a hard time listening to the instructor while taking notes. Do 

you have the same problem”, 27 students said they had a similar experience. Eighteen 

students gave further explanation of why they experienced the difficulty, among which 

six students mentioned they could not follow their instructor’s fast pace, while six 

other students said they would miss some information which is another way of saying 

that there was more information in a given time than they had time to process. 

Students also mentioned that they could not focus well with information presented in 

different forms. For example, one student said “I can’t focus very well if there is more 

than the voice;” thus, there were students who preferred to receive information from 

only one channel, saying, for example, “I prefer to listen to class and focus on what 

he/she said,” and “sometimes I prefer to listen but if the class math or physics then I 

prefer to take notes.”  

The majority of ELL students in the academic program in this language 

institute had a common goal, which was to improve their English language proficiency 

in order to meet the criteria for international students’ admission at universities in the 

United States. Their goal of study was test-oriented. In the Listening and Speaking 

class, the instructor and students spent most of their time doing listening exercises in 

the textbook, and the instructor struggled to cover all the exercises in the textbook. 

They never seemed to have enough time for all of the exercises. The instructor 

commented in the last interview that PowerPoint had helped him save a lot of time in 

class because he did not need to write as much, and all the materials were premade and 
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were in order. However, students did not seem to benefit from the time saved as it was 

still a fast-paced class. Besides the comments they made in the questionnaires, some 

students talked to me after class to inform me that they needed more time to digest 

what was on the slides. In my observations, sometimes students only had a few 

seconds to look at the screen before the instructor advanced the slides.  

In the advanced level ELL classes I observed, international students were not 

only learning the language, but they were using the language to process new content. 

One of the major goals of these advanced-level ELL classes was to prepare students 

for university classes in America,  where students would need to reach a high enough 

English proficiency level that they can process information in English as well as a 

native speaker. However, neither John’s nor Ruby’s class was the highest level class in 

the language institute, although Ruby did have a few students at their highest speaking 

and listening level. It appeared from the aforementioned students’ comments about the 

fast pace of the classes that the instructors’ expectations for students did not match the 

students’ actual English proficiency level.  

Throughout the term, time had been a major concern for John. He stated 

repeatedly that he did not have enough time to cover everything on the syllabus, and 

that was one of the main reasons he tended to speed up in class using the prepared 

PowerPoint slides by advancing the slides quickly, although he knew students were 

calling for a slower pace. It appeared that students and the instructor needed to work 

together to find a comfortable pace in class.  
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Use of images and animations.  

In light of Belyayev’s (1964) psychological basis of the visual principle in 

language learning, images were used excessively during the vocabulary teaching and 

learning sessions in John’s class. Because many of the new words were abstract and it 

was difficult to use pictures of objects to associate with the words, I tried to use 

pictures that would provide context for the new words. When looking for pictures, I 

tried to search for photos from my own photo library, and photos that I thought would 

help students see part of American culture. I wanted not only to introduce the word, 

but to expose students to the environment around the word. In most situations, 

students reported that images were helpful for them to grasp the meaning of the words, 

but there were also some cases when students claimed that they did not see the 

connection between the images and the words being introduced.  

Teaching is hard work, and teaching with visual aids is not any easier. Many 

teachers (and students who give presentations) argue that having PowerPoint slides 

during their talk makes the presentations easier because they can remember what they 

wanted to say. This is an important aspect of presenting with PowerPoint (especially 

when using text-based PowerPoint slides) or any other type of visual aid. Thus, it 

stands to reason that presenting effectively with images instead of text, requires a 

higher level of concentration, understanding of the materials, and the ability to 

consider multiple factors while teaching—students’ verbal responses, students’ facial 

expressions toward the images and their body language—while directing students 

attention and reducing distractions.  
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In order to make story-based or context-base image slides effective, instructors 

need to first of all know the story itself and then have clear ideas of how to deliver the 

story to students. For ELL instructors, it is also important to give students enough 

background information to help them understand the context. For example, as shown 

in Figure 5.1, when teaching the word “perceive,” I provided John with an image of 

two people hiking in central Oregon while talking to each other. Two thought bubbles, 

one above each hiker, were animated to appear one after another. The hikers’ thoughts 

implied that they perceived the distance of the hike differently—one thought two 

miles was a very long arduous hike, while the other thought two miles was short and 

easy. The sentence below the image was the note I wrote for John.  
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Figure 5.1 

Introduce the Word “Perceive” 

 

 

 

Growing up in a large urban environment in China, hiking had been a new 

concept to me when I came to America. Given the number of Chinese students in 

John’s class, I thought it would be helpful for them to “see” the activity “hiking,” it 

would be fun to show students central Oregon, and most importantly, it would be 

helpful for them to see how the word “perceive” is used in practice. However, in order 

to make this slide effective, the concept of hiking needs to be introduced, but John did 

not realize this. For John, the picture and the conversation were very obviously related, 

and in fact he laughed when he saw the slide in class. The students, however, were 

confused by what they were looking at and what he was laughing at. Although many 
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students were still looking at the slide, reading the words in the bubbles, and trying to 

make sense of the scene and target vocabulary, John moved on to the next slide, 

unaware that his processing far outpaced that of the students. It is reasonable to 

assume that many teachers will need time to adjust to using the multiple channels and 

levels of language that PowerPoint supported lessons can provide.   

When ELL students study in the United States, they are not only learning 

English as a language in order to pass tests. The goal for most ELL students in this 

language institution was to improve their English proficiency level in order to prepare 

themselves for universities. Language always functions in a social context, and one 

cannot separate language from the social and cultural environment. Because of the 

differences between different countries, either in abstract cultural and political 

differences or in practical daily lives, it is difficult for ELLs to grasp concepts or to 

use words in appropriate ways. In addition, the direct translation of certain English 

words might also have slightly different meanings in an ELL’s first language, so when 

ELLs learn new words only based on their translations but not the meaning in context, 

they cannot grasp the complete meaning of the words. For example, the words “OK” 

and “good” both lead to the same Chinese translation, but they have slightly different 

meanings in English in different contexts.     

Providing visual aids helps to create a contextual background for new words, 

but teaching with visual aids is not effective when students do not understand the 

image or the connection between the image and the knowledge they are learning. Only 
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when students understand the meaning of the images and clearly see the connections, 

can visual aids become very effective.  

There was not a case when animations were overly used in either class during 

the term this research was conducted, but Ruby did mention in one of the interviews 

that when she tried to use Prezi and assigned many animations to the elements, her 

students screamed, “oh stop it! We are getting seasick!” Similar to the overuse of 

images, animations can be distracting, and any animation should be used only when 

there is a need, such as when blocking parts of the information in order to generate 

discussion in class.     

Creativity. 

Creativity in games.  

Although students nowadays grow up in a technology enhanced world, and the 

majority of them adapt to technology use very easily, their uses are usually linked to 

entertainment rather than learning (Johnson, Musial, & Johnson, 2009). One day in 

John’s class when talking about internet use, students mentioned that they like to 

watch Youtube videos and play video games on the internet. Shuhui, the student from 

Ruby’s class whom I interviewed, mentioned in the interview that she listens to 

English songs and watches English movies to improve her listening skills. During the 

10 weeks of research, I also noticed that many students played games on their smart 

phones while waiting or sitting alone in the lobby and outside the classrooms.  

If students could learn through play and having fun, learning would be a more 

enjoyable process, and students might have more motivation to learn as well as being 
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active in class. In 1989, when scholars first started to study Computer Assisted 

Language Learning (CALL), Cameron (1989) outlined some principles of vocabulary 

acquisition with computers: (a) be active and meaning focused. The more students 

engage in active brain work to seek out the answers, the closer they will come to 

achieving the learning outcomes; (b) Engage in problem solving activities. Students 

usually are motivated and engaged when they are confronted with a problem to solve; 

and (c) Stay motivated. Being curious and challenged by the game, students are likely 

to stay motivated throughout the activity.  

Throughout the term, I created two games in PowerPoint for John’s class and 

one game for Ruby’s class. In all three cases the students showed great enthusiasm in 

playing the games. The first vocabulary game I created for John’s class was for the 

purpose of reviewing vocabulary. I wanted to do something new and different to 

engage students in thinking actively and enjoying the activities. Their responses to the 

game and their feedback could also help me to be more creative in designing new 

games in the future.     

For the first game, I purposely picked out words that either had complicated 

spellings or that students might use often in academic settings. I approached 

formatting the review  items in different ways: (a) put letters in a random order and 

ask students to give the correct spelling; (b) give the meaning of the word as well as 

the number of letters in the word, and ask students to find the word; (c) provide extra 

letters to students and ask them to pick out the  letters needed to spell the word; (d) 

give the numbers of letters as well as certain letters in the word, and ask students to 
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complete the word and provide its meaning. The goal was to encourage students to 

think of the spellings and meanings of the words they had learned while having fun. 

Although this game only tested four words, students thought through most of the 

words they learned in the chapter when they were seeking out the answers. Thus, the 

game was not only a review of the four words, but it motivated students to actively 

think about what they had learned in the chapter including the other vocabulary items.  

Students appeared to enjoy the game, and they also seemed to be interested in 

how the questions were asked. It was different from the usual “how do you spell…,” 

or “what is the word for…,” or “what does…mean” type of questions. They seemed to 

like the difference and the challenge, and they were excited when they saw the letters 

moving to the right place on the screen to build a word. I was satisfied with the 

outcome of the game, but I realized I needed to come up with something different 

because I saw a lack of communication among the students themselves.  

Being creative does not mean one needs to create a new game and a new set of 

rules that go with the game. Games can be adapted from various sources and 

instructors only need to be creative in revising and polishing the games to make them 

appropriate for ELL students.  

The Jeopardy-style game was an activity that required quick, active thinking, 

but the style of competing among individual students might not work for either John’s 

or Ruby’s students, especially not for students from Asia because of their reticence to 

respond verbally. As a result, students were put into groups to encourage team work. 
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This would also give students a sense of support from their team members and build 

positive, new relationships.  

The outcome was excellent: (a) Students communicated within the groups, but 

also in between groups; (b) Students were on task throughout the game; nobody was 

distracted by other things; (c) There was more laughter than ever. Like Ying 

commented in the interview, a conversation like this was different from a prepared 

presentation. One could memorize the speech of a presentation, but a memorized 

speech does not help students to improve English listening and speaking skills because 

it is not embedded in a social setting and there are no or very limited spontaneous 

interactions between the speaker and the audience.  

The benefit of playing the Jeopardy-style game was not only activating the 

class, but also encouraging meaningful communication. Both John and Ruby stated in 

the first interview that they would like to create student-centered learning 

environments. However, because of the amount of material that needed to be covered 

as well as the heavy teaching load instructors had, students did not have much 

opportunity to guide the classroom interactions. In most situations, the instructors tried 

to push through the class material. Ruby mentioned in the second interview that she 

suspected some students did not even know their peers’ names.   

Learning is social. Learning takes place at different levels in different ways, 

and sometimes it is culturally related. For example, English speakers in the United 

States use “Uh-huh” with a raising tone and “Uhmm” with a flat tone to mean 

different things, and bending the index and middle finger on both hands at the same 
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time means “quote.” Learning takes place in communication, and communication is 

built by both verbal and visual cues. When preparing ELL students for American 

higher education is the goal, providing students words and grammar is not enough. 

ELL students need to know how to use the words in a social setting, and they need the 

opportunities to use the language with the grammar they learned, and more 

importantly, they need to communicate with their peers and teachers in order to learn.  

When discussing the nature of communication, Garcia (2002) stated:  

Recent interest in communication has broadened to a consideration of both 

verbal and nonverbal systems that enable humans to encode meaning and 

transmit it to others with some assurance of accurate reception. Scholars who 

study language characterize it as a complex interaction of many variables, 

including the verbal signal itself, the one who sends the signal, how and in 

what environment the signal is sent, the one who receives the signal, and 

previous experiences the sender and receiver may have had with similar signals. 

(p. 177) 

 

Playing games might seem “not serious enough” to some, especially when 

gaming is not in the syllabus. But games do provide rich communication opportunities: 

students practice asking questions, requesting clarification, negotiating, commenting, 

judging, debating, and they practice using both verbal and nonverbal cues with their 

instructor and peers. Though this type of communication and social interaction is not 

scripted or memorized, it can be planned for and encouraged, and it helps students 

develop interpersonal and communication skills that are critical to their success in 

studying at universities in America. ELL instructors should bear in mind that, 

“Communication is not an adjunct to a language; rather, the target language is just one 

means of communication” (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, p. 9), and technology when used 

appropriately in the classroom can lead to authentic communication.     
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Creativity in lectures. 

Before this research study, neither John nor Ruby had used PowerPoint in their 

classes at this language institute, but both of them had used it before for other 

purposes. They both had the impression that many instructors use PowerPoint 

ineffectively so that it did not help to create an interactive classroom. Because there 

was very little literature about using PowerPoint in ELL classes, it was difficult for the 

instructors to create PowerPoint presentations or PowerPoint activities. In addition, 

when I discussed this research idea with academic leaders in the institute, they all 

assumed that I had proposed to use PowerPoint throughout entire class periods 

because that was how they envisioned PowerPoint was used in university classrooms.  

The growth of PowerPoint appears to have followed a “bell curve.” When PowerPoint 

was first launched in higher education as well as in the business world, writing on a 

board seemed to have reached the end of its life. Presenters were pleased with 

PowerPoint’s ease of use as well as the convenience of sharing lecture information 

with the audience before and after the presentation. Craig & Amernic (2006) reported 

that previous research studies indicated that students prefer presentations with 

PowerPoint, but it was not clear whether or not teaching with PowerPoint had 

improved students’ academic performance.    

Traditionally, “students’ academic performance” mostly refers to students’ test 

scores. This also applies to ELL students, but ELL students’ academic performance is 

not limited to test scores. ELL instructors also look for students’ engagement and 

meaningful interaction with the students. These aspects may or may not affect students’ 
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test scores, depending on the purposes of the classes, but these are important elements 

in all ELL classrooms because language obtains meaning only in social settings.   

In Warschauer and Meskill’s (2001) review of Technology and Second 

Language Teaching, they introduced software and internet tools that support cognitive 

approaches to language instruction (Chomsky, 1986, as cited in Warschauer & Meskill, 

2001), and  sociocognitive approaches from Gee (as cited in Warschauer & Meskill, 

2001) as well as Schieffelin and Ochs (as cited in Warschauer & Meskill, 2001).  

Marschauer and Meskill discussed three types of software: (a) Text-reconstruction 

software that helps teachers create texts in which certain letters or words are missing 

or out of order. Students will then be assigned to complete the text or put 

sentences/words in the correct order; (b) Concordancing software that helps students 

search through texts to see how words are actually used in context; and (c) Multimedia 

simulation software that provides students the opportunities to use the target language 

in a virtual environment.  

ELL instructors who rely on their own creativity, however, do not need to 

purchase all these computer software applications for teaching.  When used creatively 

and effectively, PowerPoint could help by providing ELL students and instructors with 

text-reconstruction exercises (such as the vocabulary game students played in John’s 

class), and showing example sentences. Although PowerPoint is not capable of doing 

what concordancing software and multimedia simulation software could do exactly, it 

could still provide the instructors and students similar approaches that these software 
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use for language teaching and learning. For instance, instructors could prepare a text 

slide for students to search how words are actually used in context.  

Neither John nor Ruby’s class had tried multimedia simulation, but I thought it 

was worth exploring, especially for John’s Listening and Speaking class. With 

animations, as in John’s vocabulary slides, instructors can create stories in PowerPoint 

and navigate through their plots with students. Thus students have the opportunity to 

see how the target language is used in narrative context. No matter what type of 

technique instructors’ use with PowerPoint, the key is to give students the time to 

think actively and also give them opportunities to speak out. The former is important 

because second language learning requires a great deal of cognitive processing, and 

the latter is necessary because language is a social construct.  

Creativity in students’ presentations. 

In both John’s and Ruby’s classes, students were asked to give presentations as 

part of their academic performance. However, John and Ruby had different 

perspectives on students using PowerPoint in their presentations. John believed that 

among the three presentations students gave, the first two had to be given using notes 

only, with no visual aids allowed. He said he did not want PowerPoint to do the 

talking for students. On the other hand, Ruby encouraged students to use PowerPoint 

in any presentation, but she clarified that she did not want to see much text on the 

slides, and she preferred to see pictures.  

Although John and Ruby had different approaches to students’ presentations, 

they shared a similar idea— they did not want students to read the slides. John chose 
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to “ban” PowerPoint for the first two presentations to encourage students to focus on 

their verbal skills. Ruby chose to encourage PowerPoint but with guidelines so that 

students would not read the slides.   

John’s students provided three types of presentations without slides: (a) Note-

reading. Students were allowed to bring notes to present; thus, some students 

depended heavily on their notes, reading them with little communication with the 

audience; (b) Reciting. Not many students recited their speech, but there were a few 

Asian students who seemed to be reciting a prewritten speech; and (c) Presentation 

with white board. There were a few students who made appropriate use of the 

whiteboard in class. They wrote words, and drew pictures on the board. These students 

tended to do less note reading, but focused more on communication with the audience.  

When students used the white board, the audience seemed to pay more attention. It 

appeared students in the audience were curious about what the presenter wanted to 

write or draw.  However, in most situations, students in the audience acted as if they 

were bored and not paying attention. On the other hand, in the third presentation 

assignment, when students used PowerPoint in class, classroom engagement improved 

dramatically. This is not to say that PowerPoint automatically engages students in 

class activities, but that different styles of PowerPoint created by students, and the new 

look and design of the slides attracted students’ attention. Most importantly, the 

effective use of PowerPoint was the key to success.  

In order to give students some basic guidelines to students, John invited me to 

give a mini lecture on how to use PowerPoint before students gave their third 
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presentations. I only shared some basic principles regarding PowerPoint slide design 

with students, but provided rich slide examples and analyzed those examples with 

students. I told students my job was to inspire them, but not to tell them what to do 

exactly. I strongly encouraged creativity in the students. Both John and I were very 

impressed with the students’ subsequent work in PowerPoint. Although not all of their 

slides looked professional, they were creative, fun, and attractive.  

Because I did not provide the mini lecture to Ruby’s students, their PowerPoint 

slides were less technology advanced (fewer animations, hyperlinks, and other small 

editing techniques available in PowerPoint). However, Ruby had given students some 

guidelines in PowerPoint design, so the majority of students had engaging images to 

show on the screen, and they narrated the images instead of reading notes. It appeared 

they understood the basic principle of giving presentations with PowerPoint, and the 

pictures they shared were original work.  

In order to make students’ presentation sessions more successful, their 

creativity is not enough. Instructors also need to be creative in designing their lessons. 

Ruby’s students seemed more engaged in their peers’ presentations, and I think there 

were two reasons for this: (a) students were interested in their topics as well as the 

visual aids, and they were internally motivated to listen to the presentations; (b) 

students were externally motivated by Ruby’s feedback sheets. Ruby gave each 

student a piece of paper with a rubric, so students in the audience could give feedback 

to the presenters. This is a creative method that Ruby developed.  

 



264 
 

 
 

Research Question 4: Factors that Need to be Considered when Designing 

PowerPoint Slides 

 

When designing PowerPoint slides, there are multiple factors that need to be 

taken into consideration. Data from this research suggested that there are three key 

factors that ELL instructors need to consider when designing the PowerPoint slides: (a) 

the design of slides and teaching styles; (b) culture and classroom dynamics; and (c) 

learning objectives. 

The design of slides and teaching styles.   

As an education trainer/developer, one of the most frequent questions I had 

been asked about PowerPoint design from faculty was what is the best number of 

PowerPoint slides to have in one session. However, when I designed John’s and 

Ruby’s PowerPoint slides, the number of slides was not a consideration. Rather, I 

focused on the way content was delivered. In Brock and Joglekar’s (2011) research, it 

was discovered that the number of slides did not influence teaching effectiveness, but 

slides with lower textual density did appear to relate to more positive student feedback. 

This finding also matched the students’ responses in this research study. Students did 

not approach the effectiveness of PowerPoint slides from the number of slides, but 

they tended to respond favorably to slides that consisted of more interesting images 

than a great deal of text. Students also showed a lack of interest when traditional 

bullet-point based slides were used in one of the classes at the beginning of the term.  

In this research, it was quite obvious from the student reactions that I observed 

that the way in which the elements on PowerPoint slides were shown (how animations 

were used) affected students’ responses and, thus, the dynamics in class. For example, 
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when Ruby used PowerPoint slides she had been given by another instructor to 

introduce her class at the beginning of the term, she was constrained by her lack of 

intimate knowledge of the slides and the logic of their construction so that she had to 

stand behind the teaching console to press the advance key on the keyboard. Her 

teaching style and classroom atmosphere changed dramatically. Instead of making eye 

contact and having conversations with students and talking around the classroom, 

Ruby read the bullet-points on the slide, and she did not appear to enjoy it. Later 

during the term, when I designed slides that encouraged her interactive style of 

teaching, such as the series of slides for introducing the American education system, 

she appeared to be very comfortable using them, and students also had positive 

feedback.  

This example suggests that it is important for instructors to create PowerPoint 

slides that correspond to their teaching style. PowerPoint should support the 

instructor’s teaching, but it should not control or change how the instructor delivers 

the information. Many instructors use the default settings in PowerPoint to create their 

teaching materials; thus, many PowerPoint slides have the same basic format—a title 

on the top and bullet points listed below. As Tufte (as cited in Worley & Dyrud, 2004) 

argued, PowerPoint does not support providing depth of thought, and its single-path 

structure has wrongly become  the model for organizing the content of nearly every 

presentation.  However, amid the mounting criticisms that PowerPoint structures 

teachers’ thoughts and constrains the format and style of classes, some practitioners, 

such as Zisow (2000) stated that technology had not, and does not need to change 
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one’s teaching style. Instead of allowing the technology to control her, she stated that, 

“My teaching style allowed me the freedom to try new tools and techniques in spite of 

other teachers’ negative attitudes” (p. 36). Zisow’s reflections allowed her to conclude 

that her teaching style had always been centered around innovation and motivating 

students, and she discovered that technology had provided her with the tools to 

enhance her teaching style and accomplish the tasks the way that she wanted.  

Because both John and Ruby had stated at the beginning of the term that they wanted 

to create a student-centered classroom, and they both preferred rich interactions and 

communication in class, I designed the slides to encourage this type of teaching style. 

John’s and Ruby’s teaching styles did not change because of the use of PowerPoint; 

rather the appropriately designed PowerPoint presentations helped them to accomplish 

their goal of creating an interactive classroom atmosphere.  

In addition to the style of teaching methods, the style of teaching materials also 

needs to be taken into consideration. When choosing photos for vocabulary learning, I 

sought a mixture of styles and to access students’ different emotions. Sometimes I 

intended for students to think deeply about other’s social and cultural environments, 

while sometimes I wanted to provide students opportunities to relax by showing them 

photos that they might think are funny, such as the photo (a cat and a dog talking to 

each other) I used for teaching the word “permanent.” The slide is shown in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2 

The Slide for Teaching the Word “Permanent” 

 

 

    

The style of the photos also affects the instructor’s teaching style. In this case, 

students found that John had a sense of humor. At other times, students asked 

questions about the pictures (such as the picture of bamboo with names carved on 

them), and that generated conversations and discussions in class which broke down the 

style of information given only by the instructor.  
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Culture and classroom dynamics. 

From my initial observation of classes, I had discovered that students from 

Saudi Arabia usually led the conversations and greatly influenced classroom dynamics. 

The more active that the Saudi students were, the quieter Chinese students appeared to 

be. I had wanted to create more topics and opportunities for Chinese students and the 

Thai student to speak up in class to generate a more balanced learning environment. 

Therefore, I tried to find pictures that demonstrated knowledge that Chinese students 

had, so that the Chinese students in class would feel confident to provide more 

information and the potential for them to lead a discussion.  

For example, when I found a picture of Chinese characters carved on bamboo 

trunks, I was certain that Chinese students would have a strong response to that picture; 

thus, I used that picture to introduce the word “vandalism.” 

In this session of vocabulary learning, students appeared to be more engaged 

for four reasons: (a) Learning was involved with their emotions. When students learn 

without any affective connection, the value of the knowledge becomes grade-oriented. 

It is important for students to find the connections between learning, themselves as 

individuals, and the things they are familiar with and care about; (b) Culture is 

involved. Students did not seem to be embarrassed by showing the picture of 

vandalism in China, but they openly talked about this with their peers and teacher. It 

helped the instructor and students from other countries to know that not all Chinese do 

this and what kind of behavior is encouraged and discouraged in a particular culture; 

(c) Students were provided with opportunities to speak in class. Students mentioned 
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that they wanted more speaking time in John’s class in their questionnaires as well as 

in interviews, while throughout the term John had been concerned about not having 

enough time to do the exercises in the textbook, thus, leaving little time for students to 

practice speaking. However, “speaking time and opportunity” can be embedded in 

many class activities, and it does not have to be a long separate time period for 

students to speak; and (d) The slides helped to build relationships between the 

instructor and the students. Good learning experience requires good communication 

and relationships between the instructor and students. Discussions helped instructors 

and students to share personal values that were beyond the content knowledge. 

  Just as all people’s knowledge is constructed by the social and cultural 

environment they live in, the ELL students I studied had come together from different 

parts of the world with different perceptions toward things around them. When ELL 

students such as these start to meet people with different perceptions and values, they 

need to learn not to reject people with different opinions, but to accept the differences 

and to learn about other cultures. This is an important factor in creating a comfortable 

learning environment for ELL students. It is not only important for ELL students to 

learn about American culture, but they need to learn and to respect their peers’ 

cultures. As ELL class is a good environment for students to start this learning process, 

and it is important to expose students to a culturally rich environment and provide 

them with the opportunity to discuss and to share different opinions. When I designed 

students for both john’s and Ruby’s classes, I tried to embed diverse cultural 
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perspectives into materials to provide students the opportunity to learn more about 

their peers and the new environment they live in.  

From my observations as well as personal communications with students, I 

sensed that besides the cultural difference discussed above, having different accents 

was also one of the major factors that prevented students from interacting with each 

other. I observed when some students spoke with a heavy first language (L1) accent 

(more distinctive than others), other students with a different accent would laugh 

(though quietly to themselves). This gave me the impression that some students had a 

sense of “them” and “us” as separated by a line between those with more native-like 

spoken proficiency and those who exhibited more heavily accented speech. There 

were also times students simply did not understand another student or particular L1 

accent that was different from the student’s own such as Jose stated in the interview 

that he had a more difficult time understanding Chinese speakers speaking English 

than students from the Middle East.  

For ELL instructors, there are more things to consider in addition to creating 

classroom activities to encourage communication, and the design of visual aids is one 

of them. When choosing visual teaching materials, ELL instructors need to be 

sensitive of the cultural factors, and the learning emotions that the images could bring 

to students. Freese and Strong (2008) said that “although these classroom 

arrangements are practices with good intentions, they do not always foster the type of 

caring community of inquiry that we believe is necessary for meaningful and honest 

multicultural discussions” (p. 103). The learning community that ELL educators need 
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to create is “the community of inquiry in which students felt connected and 

intellectually safe to actively participate in written and spoken dialog” and to “create a 

space where they could explore their assumptions and understanding about their 

multicultural identities and multicultural education,” (p. 105) but it is one that does not 

exist naturally; it needs to be fostered based on the unique composition of each 

community.   

Learning objectives. 

Besides teaching styles, the learning objectives of a particular group of 

students on a particular day of class directly affect the design of slides. In this research, 

a variety of slides were used to meet different learning objectives. For example, in one 

of Ruby’s classes, when Ruby showed her students the effective note-taking method, 

the slides were text-based (but not bulleted) because students needed to see examples 

of how university professors write on a board, and what a good student’s notes should 

look like. On the other hand, when John taught students vocabulary, many of the slides 

were image-based with limited words to help students understand the target items in 

context by providing images, telling stories, and giving limited example sentences. In 

both John’s and Ruby’s classes, PowerPoint was also used for playing games. 

Students’ learning outcomes were assessed informally while they enjoyed the activity 

and reinforced their information and language skills they had gained throughout the 

term.  

Before this research was conducted, during the conversation between my major 

professor, academic supervisors in the language institute, and me, the concern that 
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PowerPoint does not support the learning objectives of an ELL classroom was raised. 

Thus, during the research, PowerPoint was only used in certain activities when the 

instructors recognized that using PowerPoint slides would help students to meet 

specific learning objectives. The PowerPoint slides were not used to organize entire 

class sessions—each was developed in order to facilitate a goal-driven class activity. 

The instructors did not teach a class using PowerPoint from the beginning to the end, 

but they chose to use slides that were designed for certain sessions or activities when 

such use of technology would enhance student learning.  

Research Question 5: Recommendations for ELL Teachers 

As Ruby reported, providing ELL instructors with orientations to teaching with 

technology is very important for every ELL institute. In responding to the question 

“describe your ideal class,” ELL students did not focus solely on the teacher’s 

teaching style or personality, but also the technology use in classrooms. In John’s class, 

7% of the students considered the use of visual aids to be more important than the 

instructor’s information delivery skills; 43% of the students considered visual aids and 

delivery skills equally important, while 50% of the students considered instructor’s 

delivery skills to be slightly more important. In Ruby’s class, 20% of the students 

considered the use of visual aids to be more important than the instructor’s 

information delivery skills; 53% of the students considered visual aids and delivery 

skills equally important, while 27% of the students considered instructor’s delivery 

skills to be slightly more important. Therefore, it appears to be significant to provide 
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ELL instructors with some basic guidelines for creating and designing PowerPoint 

slides for ELL classrooms:        

(a) Design the slides without PowerPoint templates. Use “insert” to add 

information on the slide and organize the items in a logical way. This is to 

avoid building the content based on PowerPoint’s default slide structure—a 

title with a few bullet points;  

(b) When building the slides, keep in mind how the series of slides can help create 

an interactive class session. For example, you can include blank slides to 

redirect students’ attention away from the screen, and provide them the 

opportunity to have a discussion on the topic;   

(c) Reduce the density of words and increase the use of images and story-telling. 

However, it is crucial to remember that sometimes ELL students would like to 

see the spelling of words, so it would be helpful to put key words on the slides 

to help with students’ comprehension;  

(d) Find a pace that both you and your students feel comfortable with. Although it 

is important to cover the important materials for the class, it is also important 

for students to comprehend the information;  

(e) Use animations only when they are helpful for content delivery. Limit the use 

of unnecessary animations and sounds because sometimes they are distracting 

and disorienting; 

(f) Try not to build a series of PowerPoint slides for an entire class period. Switch 

tasks and use different delivery methods;  
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(g) Use a remote control to advance the slides instead of standing behind the 

console where the keyboard is located. Being able to walk around the 

classroom will help you connect with your students and direct students’ 

attention to yourself or the slides; 

(h) Ask for feedback from students. Each group of students is different, and they 

have different needs. It is important that their voice is heard.  Allow several 

sessions of using PowerPoint slides in class as practices, and give guidance to 

students during those practice trials so students have the opportunity to learn 

your style of teaching and use of the slides;  

(i) Use authentic photos and share stories. Students care less about the aesthetic  

quality of the slides than they do about the content;  

(j) Be creative and have fun.  

Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations to this study. First of all, the participants in this 

research study were from two advanced level classes in a language institute at a state 

university. Students and instructors in lower-level ELL classes, and students and 

instructors from other ELL institutes were not analyzed.  

Second, teaching and the use of PowerPoint were explored through the actions 

of two instructors, John and Ruby; other ELL instructors might have approached the 

slides and their use differently, and any slight difference such as the timing of 

advancing the slides and the tone of voice could have influenced the effectiveness of 

instructors’ PowerPoint use.   
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Third, when answering questions on students’ questionnaires and in the 

interviews, some International ELL students had misunderstandings of the questions, 

and some of them found it challenging to fully express their thoughts in English. Not 

all students attended every class, so some students either missed the questionnaire, or 

they could not answer some of the questions on the questionnaire. In addition, because 

of the ELL students’ cultural backgrounds, some students were not accustomed to 

thinking critically or expressing their thoughts freely, although most students did 

provide critical comments and suggestions for PowerPoint use. It is possible that some 

students provided positive comments out of a desire to be polite to the researcher and 

their instructors.  

Fourth, this research aimed to examine and to understand ELL instructors’ and 

ELL students’ perceptions of PowerPoint use in ELL classrooms; the research design 

did not include examining the relationship between PowerPoint use and students’ test 

scores.  

Finally, as an observer in class, although I sat in the corner of the classroom, 

my role as a researcher might have affected the qualitative data that I collected from 

my observations. I also interpreted students’ behaviors and responses through my own 

lens, and my methods of interpretation were influenced by my personal experiences 

related to teaching, learning, and the use of PowerPoint.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The data collected from this research suggested that there are other areas which 

future research can explore.  
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First, separate studies can examine lower-level ELL students’ and instructors’ 

perceptions of PowerPoint use. It is unknown if ELL students’ English proficiency 

level affects their needs for visual aids.  

Second, qualitative studies can examine the correlation between the use of 

visual aids in ELL classrooms and ELL students’ learning outcomes. It was not 

discussed in this research whether or not PowerPoint had helped students achieve their 

final grades.  

Third, studies can investigate the curriculum design, the structure, and the 

policies of ELL programs and institutes. As ELL instructor volunteers in this study 

indicated, their heavy teaching load affected the time they spent preparing for each 

class. In addition, inheriting teaching materials was part of the culture in this language 

institute, although students did not show positive attitudes toward this practice.  

Fourth, studies can examine individual ELL students’ attitude changes 

regarding the use of PowerPoint throughout a period of time. It is unknown if there is 

a correlation between the growth of ELL students’ experience with PowerPoint and 

their perceptions of PowerPoint use.   

Fifth, studies can examine the use of PowerPoint in a larger context, such as 

the possible limitations of PowerPoint if students do not have access to the software 

after class.  

Sixth, studies can investigate the impact of PowerPoint slides for students from 

different countries. Is PowerPoint more effective in a language that has an alphabetic 

writing system than a language that has a character-based system such as Chinese?  
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Finally, future studies can explore how different types of presentation software 

(such as Prezi) can support ELL students’ learning.  

Closing Thoughts 

This study was carried out to unveil the perceptions and experiences of ELL 

students and instructors regarding PowerPoint use. During the first two weeks of 

gathering data, it was difficult to anticipate how the study would progress. Throughout 

the term I sensed students’ perceptions changed from “I don’t have anything to say,” 

to “could you try this?” while instructors’ views changed from “I don’t know, let me 

know what you think,” to “could you add pictures to this series of slides?” I then 

realized that the instructors, students, and I as the researcher, had gradually become 

members of the learning community with trust as one of its main components.  

Throughout this study, with the help from my participants, I also developed an 

understanding of action research from a new perspective—the perspective of practice 

guided by theory rather than theory alone. This perspective allowed me to see a more 

complex and detailed picture of action research, and it also encouraged me to think 

critically of my epistemological perspective in education. Most importantly, I learned 

to respect, to give space for learning and trust to develop, and to contribute with a 

sincere mind and heart. Through this research I grew as an ELL and as an educator. I 

have finished knowing unlike ever before that there is so much more to be learned.   
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APPENDIX A-TERMINOLOGIES 

 

Presentation software—computer software that presenters use to support 

presentations. The most commonly used presentation software includes but not limited 

to Microsoft PowerPoint, Prezi, Adobe Presenter, and Apple Keynote.   

PowerPoint—PowerPoint can be used both on a PC and a Mac. It is a tool to help 

presenters create visual aids for their presentations. PowerPoint is presentation 

software that is commonly used both at schools and at business settings.  

ELL—English language learners. There have be controversies of the term ELL, as 

some scholars argue that all native English speakers are English language learners. 

However, in this dissertation, the term ELL is used to refer to students whose first 

language is not English.  

Cloze exercise—it is a commonly used exercise for ELL students. Usually students 

are asked to listen to a short speech, and they were given a transcript of the speech 

with missing words. Students are required to fill-in-the-blanks on the transcript while 

they are listening to the speech.     

Decorative slides—a decorative slide is a slide that is designed only from the 

perspective of good looking. It either does not have the content that the audience need, 

or the images/animations/fonts distract the audience from learning the actual content.  

Prezi—Prezi is presentation software that has becoming more and more popular for its 

zooming functions.   

Document camera—the equipment that allows presenters to show their printed 

documents onto the big screen.   

Blackboard—Blackboard is a learning management system that provide students and 

educators a variety of tools for teaching and learning.  

IELTS—IELTS stands for International English language testing system. This test 

scores 1 (no knowledge) to 9 (expert), with sub-evaluations of listening, speaking, 

reading and writing. The speaking session is conducted in a form of one-on-one 

interview, in which the student talks to an examiner, and the examiner gives the 

student a score for the speaking session at the end of the interview.  

TOEFL—TOEFL stands for Test of English as a Foreign Language. There are three 

forms for TOEFL test; they are paper-based tests, computer-based tests, and internet-
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based tests. In recent years, the internet-based tests are widely used, and computer-

based tests were discontinued in 2006.   

Jeopardy-style game—The game of Jeopardy is a popular quiz show in America. It 

covers a wide range of topics including but not limited to history, art, pop culture, 

wordplay, geography and literature. The player first chooses the value of the questions 

within the subject, and then the question is asked. The player gets points if he/she 

gives the correct answer.  The Jeopardy-style game is created in PowerPoint using the 

Jeopardy game rules.  

NOVA beta—NOVA beta is a website that shares a large collection of science videos. 

The URL is  http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/  

TED—TED stands for Technology, Entertainment, and Design. It is a conference that 

emphases on technology, science, design, art, culture and research.   
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APPENDIX B-STUDENTS’ QUESTIONNAIRES 

Students’ questionnaire 1 

Personal information 

Education (your highest degree):  

Nationality:  

How long have you been studying in the language institute:  

Open-ended questions 

1. Have you ever attended classes in which your teachers used presentation software 

such as PowerPoint?   

2. If you had experience with a PowerPoint supported classes before (except the class 

I’m doing research with), think of in a typical class, how did your teacher use the 

slides? For example, did she/he put a lot of text on the slide and read the slide, or did 

he/she use a lot of pictures and animations to support his/her oral instruction? How did 

you like it? 

3. Do you think presentation software such as PowerPoint will help you to follow and 

to understand your teacher better in this language institute? 

4. Do you think presentation software such as PowerPoint will help you to take notes 

in classes in this language institute?  
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Students’ questionnaire 2_John’s class 

Review of last week 

1. When doing the listening cloze exercise, which method do you prefer your 

instructor to use—the PowerPoint or the overhead projector? Why?    

2. Do you think the slides helped you to follow your instructor better? Why or why not?  

3. Do you think the slides helped you to take better notes? Why or why not?    

4. When doing the true or false questions on your textbook, did you like your 

instructor using PowerPoint to show you where to look for the information by 

underlining the key sentences?  

Your suggestion for this coming week 

1. Do you have any suggestions for the basic elements of the slides? Such as fonts, 

colors, animations, etc.  

2. What suggestions do you have for slides design? 

3. What suggestions do you have for your instructor when he uses PowerPoint?     
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Students’ questionnaire 2_Ruby’s class 

Review of last week 

1. In the three mini-lectures (medicine, diet, and ESL education), did the PowerPoint 

slides helped you to see how note-taking symbols can be used in practice?  

2. Do you think the slides helped you to understand the content? Why or why not?  

3. Do you think the slides helped you to take better notes? Why or why not?    

4. Now think about the PowerPoint presentation about the US education. Did the 

timeline help you understand the big picture of US education structure? Why or why 

not? 

Your suggestion for this week 

1. Do you have any suggestions for the basic elements of the slides? Such as fonts, 

colors, animations, etc.  

2. What suggestions do you have for slides design? 

3. What suggestions do you have for your instructor when she uses PowerPoint?     
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Students’ questionnaire 3_John’s class 

1. In last week’s questionnaire, some of you said sometimes you couldn’t see very 

well with black background and white words, so I changed it into white background 

with black words this week. Do you like it better? Is it clearer?  

2. Do you like the way vocabulary was taught this week (we used images)? Do you 

have any other suggestions on how you’d like vocabulary to be taught? 

3. Did you like how I mapped out the stress, pitches, and pauses of a sentence on a 

PowerPoint slide? Why or why not? 

4. Some students mentioned that they had a hard time listen to the instructor while 

taking notes. Do you have the same problem?  

5. What are the challenges you have for this class?  
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Students’ questionnaire 3_Ruby’s class 

1. In the two presentations we watched together in class, which style did you prefer—

the one about public speaking without visual aid, or the one about babies learning 

languages with visual aid? Which one did you understand more? 

2. In the second presentation (babies learning languages), do you think the visual aid 

helped you understand the presenter’s ideas?  

3. Some students said that they had a hard time listening to a lecture while taking notes. 

Do you have the same problem? 

4. What is your biggest challenge in studying in classes in America?  

5. In the class you are observing this term, does the instructor/professor use any visual 

aid such as PowerPoint? If yes, what does his/her PowerPoint look like (text, images, 

animations, etc)? Do you like it? Does it help you to understand the class? 

6. Did you like the Jeopardy game we played? Why or why not?   
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Students’ questionnaire 4_John’s class 

1. If you had the freedom to do whatever you want in your presentations, would you 

choose to use some type of visual aids such as PowerPoint? Why?  

2. Have you had the experience of making a PowerPoint? Would you like to learn, or 

learn more about it? Why? 

3. Would you like your classmates to listen to you when you present? How would you 

feel if your classmates were not listening to you?  

4. Do you think a presentation with visual aids can increase the interests from the 

audience/your classmates?  
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Students’ questionnaire 5_John’s class 

1. When you learned the vocabulary for chapter 9, did the pictures and the example 

sentences help you understand the new words? Why or why not? 

2. Do you think with the example sentence and the pictures that go with the sentences, 

you remembered the new words better?  

3. Did the slides for mid-term exam help you understand the parts that you missed 

when you took the test?  

4. Do you study your notes when you go home after class? Why or why not? 

5. Did you like the vocabulary game we played? Why or why not?   

6. Do you have any suggestions for me or the instructor?  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



301 
 

 
 

Students’ questionnaire 5_Ruby’s class 

1. What visual aid(s) did you choose for your presentation? Why did you choose it? 

2. How much time did you spend in preparing the visual material for your presentation? 

Do you think it’s worth it? Did you enjoy the experience?  

3. Are you satisfied with the visual aid(s) you use in your presentation? Why or why 

not? 

4. Do you think your visual aid added (or will add) credits for your presentation? Why? 
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Students’ questionnaire 6_John’s class 

1. Did you learn anything new about PowerPoint after listening to Weiwei’s 

presentation on Wednesday, and John’s presentation on Thursday? If yes, could you 

give some examples of the things you learned?  

2. Now you have more knowledge of how to give effective PowerPoint presentations, 

are you planning on doing something different from what you normally do for your 

PPT presentations? Could you give some examples?  

3. Who is working on the PPT slides? You, your partner, or both of you? Are you 

enjoying creating your slides?  

4. Do you think seeing how your instructors use PPT would affect how you present 

with PPT? Why or why not?  

5. What is your favorite INTO class so far? Does the instructor uses PPT? Could you 

explain why you like his/her class?   
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Students’ questionnaire 7_John’s class 

1. In the presentations yesterday, some slides are mostly text, while some are images. 

Did you try to read everything on each text slide while the presenter is presenting?  

Why or why not? 

2. How important do you think visual aids (such as PowerPoint)and delivery skills 

are in class? Please circle one number for each on a 1-5 scale. “1” is the least 

important, “5” is the most important. 

3. Before this class, have you done any reviews of all the new words we learned from 

the 4 chapters? Why or why not? 

4. Did the Jeopardy game help you recall what you learned this term? Why or why 

not? 

5. Did the Jeopardy game help you gain new knowledge? Why or why not? 

6. Which vocabulary game do you like better? The one we played a couple of weeks 

ago, or the Jeopardy game we played just now? Why?  
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Students’ questionnaire 7_Ruby’s class 

1. In the class you are observing, if your instructor uses PPT, does he/she give PPT 

printouts to students? Do you find that helpful? Why or why not? 

2. In the class you are observing, are the slides your instructor use mostly text or 

images? Are you able to read everything on each slide before your instructor move 

on to the next slide? Why or why not? 

3. How important do you think visual aids (such as PowerPoint)and delivery skills 

are in class? Please circle one number for each on a 1-5 scale. “1” is the least 

important, “5” is the most important. 

4. If your teacher had great PPTs (PPTs that are really interactive and interesting), 

would you assume that he/she is an excellent teacher? Why or why not? 
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Students’ questionnaire 8_John’s class 

1. How much time did you spend in preparing your PPT? Are you happy with it? 

2. For this presentation assignment, did you listen to your peers’ presentations? 

Please circle one below.  

              Yes, always.                      Yes, sometimes.                             No, never.  

 

3. Because___________________________________________________________ 

4. Which presentation do you think is the best? Can you give some reasons for why 

you chose that one? (You can choose your own if you think yours is the best.) 

5. Do you think the PPTs have helped you understand the background knowledge 

that the presenters provided? Why or why not? 

6. Could you describe your ideal class to me in details? (Describe a perfect class that 

you can imaging: what’s teacher like, how she/he teaches, how she/he 

communicates with students, how she/he evaluate students, what the atmosphere in 

the class, etc.)     
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APPENDIX C-INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Instructor Framing Interview Questions 1 

1. How long have you been teaching ESL students?  

2. What kind of environment/atmosphere would you like to create in your class?  

3. Which way do you think students learn better----student centered instruction or 

teacher centered instruction? 

4. Did you use PowerPoint before? How long have you been using it? What is 

your experience of using PowerPoint (takes too much time/saves time during 

class/easy to use/difficult to use/boring for students/useful)?  

5. When you think of a typical PPT presentation, what kind of image do you have? 

For example, you might visualize an instructor putting key notes on the slides 

as bullet points, you might visualize a screen full of words for students to read, 

or you might visualize students give the instructor and PPT full attention, or 

you might see students having a much easier time taking notes, etc.  

6. What role do you think PPT plays in other teacher’s ESL courses? What role 

do you think it plays in the university classrooms that INTO students hope to 

enter later?   

7. Do you think your students benefit from the use of PowerPoint? Why or why 

not? 

8. What feature do you think is the most important in PowerPoint 

design/presentation? Text, image, animation, color, or other things? Can you 

explain why?  
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9. Did you and your colleagues use PPT in this class before? Why or why not?   

10. Some people think PowerPoint only works for certain subject areas, do you 

agree with that? 
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Instructor Framing Interview Questions 2 

1.  Let start with a general question—how do you feel about this term? How do 

you think the listening and speaking class went? 

2.  In our first interview, you mentioned you would like to create a student-

centered environment, do you think you have successfully done so?  

3.  Over half students mentioned they’d like to have more speaking time in class, a 

few of them mentioned they would like you to teach them speak such as 

pronunciation and the rhythm of speech, and they said the PPT we used for 

teaching rhythm really helped. Do you think you’ll do more of that in the 

future?  

4.  A student came to me one day, and he told me it was really helpful for him to 

have the PPT print outs in the class he was observing. He said it saved him a 

lot of time taking notes so he could focus more on listening to the instructor. 

What do you think of giving students the PPT before class (advantages and 

disadvantages)? 

5.  Are you satisfied with the PPT presentations your students gave? Could you 

talk about the ones that impressed you the most and explain why? 

6.  How would you compare the students’ presentations without PPT earlier this 

term and the ones with PPT later?  

7.  One thing that surprised me is that most, if not all students mentioned reading 

and writing classes are their favorite classes in INTO, and a couple of main 

reasons are usually “the teacher uses visual aid” “I learned a lot”. How would 
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you comment on this? Eg: reading and writing skills are easier to assess, 

students consider reading and writing to be more important, some changes are 

needed in some other classes, etc.  

8.   From reading the feedback from the students as well as interviews, it seems the 

biggest fear for students is to sit in a really boring class. They really don’t like 

teachers talking much, without any style changes, such as switching to PPT, or 

letting students talk.  But the reality in college classrooms, especially for 

undergraduates, is that many classes are packed with information with limited 

students-centered activities, do you think the use of PPT could be an 

alternative attention-change strategy for instructors.  

9.  How did you like your experience of using the PPT and give the lectures? Is 

there anything you’d like to change or improve? 

10. How did you like the games?   

11. How did you like the way(s) vocabulary was taught this term?  

12. From the students’ questionnaires, I noticed their spelling is not very good, and 

you mentioned it also from reading their notes. Some students suggested 

teachers use PPT will help them with their spelling? What’s your opinion? 

13. In your class, half the students think teachers’ delivery skills is as important as 

giving visual aids, this is pretty high for a listening and speaking class. When 

asked what their ideal class is like, over half mentioned “teacher use computer 

well”. What does this say to you? Do you think students’ needs for 

visual/technology is increasing? What does this mean to ESL teachers? 
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14. Do you think teaching and practicing PPT presentations skills should be part of 

the Listening and Speaking class activities? 
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Students Framing Interview Questions 2 

1. Where are you from? 

2. How long have you been studying English? 

3. How did you study English in your own country (teacher’s teaching styles, 

visual aids, etc.)? Do you find it is different from here?  

4. Why did you choose to come to the States?  

5. Can you tell me your favorite class in INTO so far? Could you explain why?  

6. Do you think an instructor makes a difference in students’ learning as well as 

interest in the subject? Why?  

7. What are the 3 things you like the most about John’s class? What are the 3 

things you think could be improved in his class?  

9. John doesn’t encourage the students to use PPT in their presentations, do you 

like the idea or dislike the idea? Why? 

10. Do you always listen to your peers’ presentations? If yes, how much do you 

usually understand? If no, do you thinking having visual aids (PPT presentations) 

will help you listen to your peers?  

11. In the questionnaires, some students mentioned they want “connection”, 

“communication”, “interaction” with the instructor, do you also think so? Do you 

think you have enough connection/communication/interaction with John? Why? 

12. Some scholars argue PowerPoint does not support the 

conversation/communication between instructors and students, do you agree or 

disagree? Why?  



312 
 

 
 

13. What is your biggest challenge in this class? Why?  

14. Do you like the PPT John used in class? How do you think we can improve it?  

15. Some students said they don’t get much speaking time in class? Do you feel 

the same way? Why? 

16. How long do you think you can focus listening to your instructor? 

17. Do you have anything else you’d like to share?   
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APPENDIX D-CODING EXAMPLE PAGE 
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APPENDIX E-INSTRUCTOR CONSENT FORM 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR INSTRUCTORS 

 

Project Title: Technology use in college classrooms: An action 

research study   examining PowerPoint supported 

instruction on the learning of ESL students. 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Chris L. Ward 

Student Researcher:  Weiwei Zhang 

Co-Investigator(s):  NA 

Sponsor:   NA 

Version Date:    December 6, 2010 

 

 

1. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM? 

 

This form contains information you will need to help you decide whether or not to be 

in this study.  Please read the form carefully. You may ask questions about the 

research, the possible risks and benefits, as well as your rights as a volunteer, and 

anything else that are not clear. When all of your questions have been answered, you 

can decide whether or not you want to be in this study.  

 

2. WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

 

The study is being conducted to understand different perceptions of PowerPoint 

supported instruction. The result of the study will help educators and future ELL 

instructors to design and develop PowerPoint-supported instruction with a research-

based understanding.    

 

This study is for the completion of a dissertation as well as for future publication. Up 

to 70 ELL students and two ELL instructors from the language institute will be invited 

to take part in this study. 

3. WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 

You are being invited to take part in this study because you are the first two instructors 

to volunteer who best fit the criteria of instructor participation: you are teaching one of 

the higher level classes; you had experience with PowerPoint; and you are experienced 

in teaching.  
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4. WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY?   

 

Weiwei Zhang will email an Informed Consent Form to you and the other instructor. 

Following receipt of your signed Consent Form, Weiwei will organize a meeting for 

you and the other instructor to meet with her. At the meeting, Weiwei will explain the 

study in detail again and will also ask you for suggestions or comments for this 

research study. You will then discuss the research as a group to make revisions, and 

Weiwei will respect and support your decisions. The activities for you as instructors 

included in this study are classroom observations by Weiwei during each class 

session, one-on-one individual interviews with Weiwei (one at the beginning of the 

term, one at the end of the term), as well as weekly meetings of both instructors with 

Weiwei. Throughout the term, Weiwei will not interfere with your work, but she will 

share the data she has collected (such as students’ questionnaires, transcript from 

students’ interviews, notes from observations), and support you with PowerPoint 

design if you request her assistance.  

 

Observation: Weiwei Zhang will observe most (if not all) of your classes throughout 

this term. She will sit at the back of the classroom and will take notes.  She will not 

participate in any of your class activities. However, you are more than welcome to talk 

to her to share your thoughts or concerns individually after class or collaboratively at 

weekly meetings.  

 

Interviews: You will be interviewed by Weiwei both at the beginning and at the end of 

Spring term 2011. The interview will take about 60-90 minutes. With both instructors 

and Weiwei.  

 

Weekly meetings: A weekly meeting during weeks 3-10 will be held with both 

instructors and Weiwei to discuss the classes in the past week as well as planning for 

the next week. Weiwei’s personal journal from class observation, students’ 

questionnaires, and students’ comments will be shared.  

 

PowerPoint support: Weiwei will do editing to the PowerPoint slideshows that the 

instructors require. Weiwei will keep the instructors’ original ideas and only format 

the slides in the way that they want. Weiwei will go through the PowerPoint every 

time before the class with individual instructors to make sure the slides meet their 

needs. Weiwei will also accept each instructor’s suggested ideas as well as suggestions 

for change.  

 

Recordings: The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. The recording is 

only for transcript purposes. You will be sent a copy of the transcripts for your 

verification. If you like, you will be able to adjust your comments in the transcript. 

Weiwei Zhang and Dr. Chris Ward will the only people who have access to the tapes. 

Your personal information will be protected.  
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Since the instructor interviews are critical to the research, they are required for 

participation in the study.  

 

Future contact: There will be no additional contact following the completion of the 

study.  

 

Study Results: The data Weiwei collects will be analyzed to look for connections and 

differences in students’ and instructors’ perceptions. This study is for the completion 

of Weiwei’s dissertation. The dissertation will be published and you will have access 

to it from the library. Your personal information will not be identified in her writing. 

Your identity is strictly protected. If you express an interest, you will be sent a copy of 

Weiwei’s dissertation.  

5. WHAT ARE THE RISKS AND POSSIBLE DISCOMFORTS OF THIS 

STUDY? 

The potential risks for the participants may include embarrassment from answering 

personal questions, and concerns regarding to the student researcher observing in the 

classroom. However, it needs to be clarified that the student researcher will not make 

any judgments on the instructor’s personal teaching style or lesson plans, but will 

focus on PowerPoint use.    

 

6. WHAT HAPPENS IF I AM INJURED?  
 

No foreseeable research-related injury.   

7. WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY? 

This study is not only designed to benefit you directly, but you should be able to 

benefit from the collaborative work with the nature of action research. This study will 

also benefit future ELLstudents who are enrolled in the same level classes as well as 

instructors who are teaching the classes. This study will help ELL instructors and ELL 

educators to better understand how to use technology especially PowerPoint 

effectively in class. The discovery will benefit not only you, but also many other ELL 

students and instructors in the United States as well as in other countries. You will be 

able to receive technology support as well as pedagogical ideas if you wish. You will 

experience working collaboratively with a peer instructor and you will be fully 

supported by Weiwei throughout the process.   

8. WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 

 

You will not be paid for being in this research study.   
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9. WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE? 

 

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the 

extent permitted by law.  All research records will be stored securely by the principal 

investigator, Dr. Chris Ward. Only Dr. Ward and the student researcher, Weiwei 

Zhang, will have access to the records. All informed consent forms will be secured in 

a locked file cabinet by Dr. Ward. Throughout the study, all materials will be kept in a 

locked desk drawer in the student researcher’s office or on her computer which is 

password secured. All the informed consent forms and research data will be retained 

and kept secure for three years post-study termination. Federal regulatory agencies and 

the university Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves 

research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this research.  After data 

has been collected and you have had the opportunity to check the interview transcripts 

for accuracy, your name will be disassociated from the data. Your name will be 

replaced by an assigned pseudonym that only indicates your role, such as Instructor A, 

Instructor B.  To help ensure confidentiality, your name will not be used in the study. 

There is no need to associate your name with the statements you generate. Upon 

completion of the study, Dr. Ward will store the electronic data on the university 

computer server for three years.  

 

If the results of this project are published, your identity will not be made public.  

 

 

10. WHAT OTHER CHOICES DO I HAVE IF I DO NOT TAKE PART IN 

THIS STUDY? 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 

withdraw at any time without penalty. You will not be treated differently if you decide 

to stop taking part in the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project before it 

ends, the researcher may keep information collected from the observations, interviews 

and weekly meetings, and this information may be included in study reports. 

 

In the interviews, you are free to skip any questions that you would prefer not to 

answer. 

11. WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Weiwei Zhang at 

zhanweiw@xxx.edu or xxx-xxx-xxxx, or the project’s principal investigator Dr. Chris 

Ward at chris.ward@xxx.edu or xxx-xxx-xxxx.  

 

If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the 

university Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email at 

IRB@xxx.edu 

mailto:zhanweiw@xxx.edu
mailto:chris.ward@xxx.edu
mailto:IRB@xxx.edu
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Your signature indicates that this research study has been explained to you, that your 

questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study.   

 

12. WHAT DOES MY SIGNATURE ON THIS CONSENT FORM MEAN? 

 

Your signature indicates that this study has been explained to you, that your 

questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study.  You will 

receive a copy of this form. 

 

 

Participant's Name (printed):  

_________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
 (Signature of Participant)       (Date) 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
(Signature of Person Obtaining Consent)      (Date) 
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APPENDIX F-STUDENTS CONSENT FORMS 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR STUDENTS 

 

Project Title: Technology use in college classrooms: An action 

research study examining PowerPoint supported 

instruction on the learning of ELL students. 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Chris L. Ward 

Student Researcher:  Weiwei Zhang 

Co-Investigator(s):  NA 

Sponsor:   NA 

Version Date:    December 6, 2010 

 

 

1. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM? 

 

This form contains information you will need to help you decide whether or not to be 

in this study.  Please read the form carefully, and ask your classmate(s), your teacher, 

or Weiwei Zhang questions about anything that is not clear to you. For example, you 

may ask questions about the research, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a 

volunteer. We will try to help you to understand the language and the content of the 

form the best we can. When all of your questions have been answered, you can decide 

whether or not you want to be in this study.  

 

2. WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

 

The study is being conducted to understand different perceptions of PowerPoint 

supported instruction. The purpose of this study is to help educators to understand and 

to learn how to use PowerPoint in English classes for international students. The result 

of the study will help educators and future ESL instructors to design and develop 

PowerPoint-supported instruction with a research-based understanding.    

 

This study is for the completion of a dissertation as well as for future publication.  Up 

to 70 ESL students and two ESL instructors from the language institute will be invited 

to take part in this study. 

3. WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 

You are being invited to take part in this study because you are an ELL student who is 

learning English as a second or a third language. We care about you and your peers’ 

success. We want to serve you with the best teaching strategies that will help you to 

achieve your goals.   
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4. WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY?   

 

The activities included in this study are questionnaires, classroom observations, and 

one-on-one interviews.  

 

Questionnaires: every participant will complete a short questionnaire every week 

starting the third week of the term. There will be about 10-12 questions in each 

questionnaire and your answers to the questionnaire will be important data for this 

study. Your names are not required to write down on the questionnaire, but you are 

required to write down the number that is assigned to you for data analysis purposes.  

 

Observation: Weiwei Zhang will observe most (if not all) of your classes throughout 

this term. She will sit at the back of the classroom and will take notes.  She will not 

participate in any of your class activities. However, you are more than welcome to talk 

to her to share your thoughts or concerns after class.  

 

Interviews: Only two of you from this class will be invited to be interviewed. If you 

would like to volunteer for possible selection as a participant, you may check the 

appropriate statement below. The criteria of the selection will be (1) students who are 

willing to share thoughts in class or with the student researcher; or (2) students who 

pay close attention to PowerPoint (such as taking notes from the slides); or (3) 

students who show great interest in this research study. Student interviewees from 

different cultural backgrounds are preferred.  If there were not two volunteers, Weiwei 

will request student volunteers for an interview. This study includes two classes, so 

there will be four student interviewees in total. The interview will take about one hour 

for each interviewee. 

 

Recordings: The interviews will be video or audio recorded. The video recording is 

only for transcript purposes. You will be sent a copy of the transcripts for your 

verification. If you like, you will be able to adjust your comments in the transcript. 

Weiwei Zhang and Dr. Chris Ward will be the only persons who have the access to the 

tapes. Your personal information will be protected. 

 

Please select one of the following statements indicating whether or not you would like 

to volunteer to be interviewed.  

 

____I am willing to participate in the interview regarding my perspectives of the use 

of PowerPoint in ESL classes. The 60-90 minute interview will be video recorded and 

transcribed.  

 

____I am willing to participate in the 60-90 minute interview regarding my 

perspectives of the use of PowerPoint in ESL classes if the interview is audio recorded 

only (not video recorded) and transcribed.  
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____I am not willing to participate in the interview regarding the perspectives of the 

use of PowerPoint in ESL classes. I understand that I may still participate in the study 

by completing the weekly questionnaires during weeks 3-10.  

 

Future contact: There will be no additional contact after this study. 

 

Study Results: The data Weiwei collects will be analyzed to look for connections and 

differences in students’ and instructors’ perceptions regarding the use of PowerPoint 

in ESL classes. This study is for the completion of Weiwei’s dissertation. The 

dissertation will be published and you will have access to it from the library. However, 

your personal information will not be identified in her writing. Your identity is strictly 

protected.  

5. WHAT ARE THE RISKS AND POSSIBLE DISCOMFORTS OF THIS 

STUDY? 

The potential risks for the participants may include embarrassment from answering 

personal questions, and concerns regarding the student researcher observing in the 

classroom. 

 

6. WHAT HAPPENS IF I AM INJURED?  
 

No foreseeable research-related injury.   

7. WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY? 

This study is not designed to benefit you directly, but you should be able to benefit 

from your instructors’ collaborative work supported by the nature of action research. 

This study will help instructors and ESL educators to better understand how to use 

technology especially PowerPoint effectively in class. The results of the study will 

benefit not only you, but also many other ESL students and instructors in the United 

States as well as in other countries. You will be able to provide feedback in order to 

help your teacher design effective instruction to meet your needs.  

8. WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 

 

You will not be paid for being in this research study.   

9. WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE? 

 

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the 

extent permitted by law.  All research records will be stored securely by the principal 

investigator, Dr. Chris Ward. Only Dr. Ward and the student researcher, Weiwei 

Zhang, will have access to the records. All informed consent forms will be secured in 

a locked file cabinet by Dr. Ward. Throughout the study, all materials will be kept in a 
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locked desk drawer in the student researcher’s office or on her computer which is 

password secured. All the informed consent forms and research data will be retained 

and kept secure for three years post-study termination. Federal regulatory agencies and 

the University Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves 

research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this research.  After data 

has been collected and interviewees have had the opportunity to check the interview 

transcripts for accuracy, all the interviewees names will be disassociated from the 

data. Names will be replaced by assigned pseudonyms that only indicate the 

participants’ roles, such as Student A, Student B. Upon completion of the study, Dr. 

Ward will store the electronic data on the university computer server for three years.  

 

10. WHAT OTHER CHOICES DO I HAVE IF I DO NOT TAKE PART IN 

THIS STUDY? 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 

withdraw at any time without penalty. You will not be treated differently if you decide 

to stop taking part in the study. If you choose to withdraw from this project before it 

ends, I may keep information collected about you and this information may be 

included in study reports. 

 

In the questionnaires and interviews, you are free to skip any questions that you would 

prefer not to answer. 

 

11. WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Weiwei Zhang at 

xxx@xxx.edu or xxx-xxx-xxxx, or the project’s principal investigator Dr. Chris Ward 

at xxx@xxx.edu or xxx-xxx-xxxx.  

 

If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email at 

IRB@xxx.edu 

 

Your signature indicates that this research study has been explained to you, that your 

questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study.   

 

12. WHAT DOES MY SIGNATURE ON THIS CONSENT FORM MEAN? 

 

Your signature indicates that this study has been explained to you, that your 

questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in this study. You will 

receive a copy of this form. 

 

 

mailto:xxx@xxx.edu
mailto:xxx@xxx.edu
mailto:IRB@xxx.edu
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Participant's Name (printed):  

_________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 (Signature of Participant)       (Date) 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 
(Signature of Person Obtaining Consent)      (Date) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 


