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Abstract

Computer-mediated communication such as synchrociwatscan be utilized to promote
speaking practice. This paper describes a syncheoclwat freeware and how it can be
used to increase learners’ self-confidence sowikye willing to communicate orally

in a language class. Benefits and challenges afjukis freeware are identified to guide
practitioners in their decision-making.

Introduction

Research on computer-mediated communication (CNa@¢ lshown that using CMC can help to
improve student participation of minority groupu@mins and Sayers, 1990) and women
(Selfe, 1990; Flores, 1990), develop writing skiisough increased practice (DiMatteo, 1990,
1991), collaboration (Schultz, 2000) and peer edi{Boiarsky, 1990; Moran, 1991; Mabrito,
1992), facilitate social learning (Barker and Kerh990) and enhance student motivation
(Warschauer, 1996). In the field of second langusgpiisition, CMC has been found to be
helpful in inducing a great deal of negotiatioma#aning between native speakers (NSs) and
non-native speakers (NNSs), which in turns fa¢égdearning when learners modify and
restructure their messages through repetitiondjrometions, comprehension checks and so on
(Long, 1996; Blake, 2000), and improves grammatocahpetence (Pellettieri, 2000). There is
also an assumption from some studies that syncheo@MC, particularly chatting, is likely to
improve one’s speaking ability due to the strorsgreblance between chatting and speaking.
Chun (1994) hopes that the strong resemblance batthe sentences in a text chat and
utterances in a spoken conversation could pronhetéransfer of “the written competence
gained from CACD “[Computer-Assisted Classroom Digse]...to the students’ speaking
competence.” (p. 29)

Similarly, Pellettieri (2000: 59) says that,



because synchronous NBC [Network-based Communigasach as chatting,
bears a striking resemblance to oral interactioseems logical to assume that the
language practice through NBC will reap some ofttéeefits for second

language development as practice through oraldotien.

Unfortunately, as Lee (1999) points out, “littlesiaeen discussed specifically concerning why
and how text-based CMC can be used to help langeageers improve spoken fluency and
how CMC technology needs to be shaped and adaptaeddt the goal of communicative
language learning.”

This paper describes the use of a synchronoudreeatare and how it can be used to facilitate
oral practice in an ESL classroom. A sample legdan is provided to illustrate the
incorporation of this chat freeware in a speakeggbn. Benefits and challenges of using chat
freeware are identified to guide practitionershait decision-making.

Using ICQ to Improve Spoken Fluency
Software

ICQ, a synchronous chat software was selectedisistudy because it is a freeware and is
easily available. This freeware can be downlodd®d http://web.icg.comfor both PC and

Mac computers as well as handheld and wirelestoptas. The latest version for PCs, ICQ Pro
2003a beta build 3800 is about 3.79MB in size.dditton, users can now download the
software in various languages such as Arabic, Ssked@iutch, French, Chinese and Spanish.
Unlike other synchronous chat freeware such as W®ssengerhttp://messenger.msn.conaf
Yahoo Instant Messengédrt{p://messenger.yahoo.cgmvhich only allow users to view the final
version of their partners’ composed utterances, p@&3ents the user with a split screen where
they view their own messages in the top box as ktgr is typed as well as each letter in their
partners’ composed utterances in the bottom bakegsare typed. Therefore, turn-taking is not
restricted by the mode of communication and spaaga@n choose to co-construct the discourse,
resulting in a closer resemblance to oral convensalCQ also allows more than two speakers to
chat at the same time. Each speaker in the chsibgesill have their own box and their user
name at the top of the box. Figure 1 shows the sitraens for two chat partners.

Figure 1. Chat screen for two usergtf://www.public.iastate.edu/~nkerli/chat.hyml

A samplelesson plan for an ESL classroom

The minimum requirements needed to carry out atessth ICQ involve access to computers
with Internet access (preferably one computer petent), approximately 4MB of disc space



and a text editor such as Notepad. The ICQ softafaoelld be pre-installed and the teacher
should set up accounts for each student priordaliss activity in order to save class time.
Once these accounts and passwords have been $ia¢ tgacher can give the students the user
names and passwords so they can log-on duringesmsyos without the teacher’s assistance. In
addition, it is necessary to pair up the studesatsbunts so each student has at least a chat
partner listed in the ICQ chat list. Before a cdedsion, the teacher also needs to provide
students with a task so they have a purpose to(skatAppendix 1 for an example). Once
students have understood their task, they setoffie chat session for 20 minutes. Upon
completion of their chat task, they can save tteg shssion which can be printed out in Notepad
for future reference or self-analysis. Till thismoICQ has only been helping students with the
brainstorming and organization of their discusgomts. Thus, in order to help students with
their speaking skills, the teacher should followwith a report session where students either
take turns to report their discussion points oopen session where students are given
opportunities to share what they shared with ttleat partners.

Starting a chat session and printing the saved chat session

1. Click on theStart Menu at the bottom left corner of the screen and lauheHCQ program.

2. Enter user password.

3. If the user is assigned to send @t Request, click the left button of the mouse next to the
partner’s name. The partner will receive a requésth he/she must accept in order to begin the
chat session.

4. Once the chat boxes appear on the screen, ¢he msyy begin the chat session.

5. After the session has been completed, userslickrto close the chat box. A pop-up menu
then prompts them to save the chat session. Leadoeso by clickingOK.”

6. Save the chat session on the desktop or irdarf@there it can be easily located later.

7. In order to print the saved file, open a textardsuch as Notepad. Then open the saved file
from its current location and clicitint.”

Benefits of using ICQ

In a simple lesson plan as described above, IChegnESL learners, particularly adult
learners, improve their oral proficiency in at keag ways. First of all, a study by Compton
(2002) found that chatting helped some studentsicparly those with lower level of oral
proficiency, to feel more prepared to speak ugass Journal entries by these students show
that chatting helped them to develop and orgamies tdeas and sentence constructions as well



as familiarize themselves with the required vocatyuthereby increasing their perception of
their speaking competence and their confidence.

Studies by Cheng, Horwitz and Schallert (1999),witar, Horwitz and Cope (1986), and
Maclintyre and Gardner (1991) have found that setamguage classroom anxiety has a strong
speaking anxiety element. It is therefore necessanglp second language (SL) learners to feel
more confident so they will be willing to take rssknd use the given opportunities to practice
speaking in class. Compton (2002) claimed thai@pants who exchanged constructive input
with their partners during the chat session tookenorns to speak in an open discussion and
produced more words than those who were not ondaskg the chat activity. One student
reported that he was more willing to communicatealise he felt more prepared to speak after
chatting. He stated in his journal entflf,is an excellent form for us to speak. Becausehave
already write down the words. We can also easilgpeak it out."(Compton, 2002:64).
Therefore, by helping to improve the learners’-selfifidence, they are then more willing to take
risks to speak in the L2, which in turn will proeithe practice they need to improve their
speaking skills. As they continue to see improvemetheir speaking ability, they will feel

more confident and more willing to seek out commation opportunities, thus reinforcing a
positive cycle.

In addition, the chat session can be a benefisjaet to the lesson as learners are able to see
their thoughts as well as their partners’ thoughizrint before having to speak in front of their
classmates. Compton’s study (2002) also reveakgdltiere is a significant transfer of language
from the written mode (chatting) to the spoken matal report). Her study showed that
learners transfer lexical phrases through directdfer, substitution/ellipsis and paraphrasing.
Here, she defines a direct transfer as “identicalmost identical lexical phrases that appear in
both chat and oral transcripts” (Compton, 2002:WBije substitution/ellipsis involves a slight
substitution of pronouns, synonyms (nouns, vertedggctives), expressions or omission of one
or more non-content words. Finally, paraphrasiogifchat mode to oral communication
maintains ideas but differ in word choice, sentestogcture and organization. She pointed out
that learners who have lower proficiency dependeteron direct transfer and
substitution/ellipsis compared to those who haghéi proficiency. In addition, she also found
out that learners not only transferred their owrglaage, they also transferred their partners’
utterances.

Challenges of using ICQ

Essentially, the technology itself will not be #t@ef driving force in improving the learners’
speaking skills. In this case, ICQ is merely tha tehich the instructor may utilize to address
the affective state of the learners. If appliedcsssfully, the instructor may help to decrease the
fear of learners, especially adult learners whagige themselves to be socially adept
individuals in their first language. This will ena@age them to take the risk in speaking up in
class despite having to grapple with the targeguage.



In order to ensure successful application, theuwasdr needs to keep all participants on task. If
learners did not receive adequate constructivetifipm the chat session, they will likely feel
unprepared to share their ideas in class. In adfgithe instructor needs to provide an authentic
need to communicate so learners will see the reeellat. Jig-saw tasks and information-gap
tasks in which each learner is given partial infation have been shown to promote more
negotiation. (Pica, Kanagy, and Falodun, 1993)aliyinlearners need to be paired up carefully.
If learners do indeed transfer their partners’ leage, the instructor should consider the
following issues:

- Will pairing a low-ability learner with a high-diby learner be beneficial to both parties
or will it be detrimental to the learning of theghtability learner?

- How will it impact the learning process if onataer does not participate at the level
expected by the instructor?

- Will pairing students of the same-ability leve better than students with different
abilities?

Equally important to the lesson plan is the oppatyufor learners to speak in class. Providing
learners the opportunity to chat online alone nat guarantee improvement in spoken
proficiency. Learners need to transfer the expegdn real oral communication. Despite the
assumptions that the strong resemblance betwe¢motiaral communication will transfer from
written to spoken, learners still need the oppatiesto practice speaking. ICQ will only
provide the resource for learners to be more pegpand be less anxious when speaking up in
class.

Making the most of ICQ

Since ICQ is an open chat channel, users can eos@ssages and chat invitations from users
who are not on their list. Therefore, it is necegs$a advise students to put themselves in the
Invisible Modeonce they have successfully established a che¢savith their partners to avoid
any interruption.

Other than that, ICQ can be downloaded in diffetenjuages. Instructors of other languages
such as Arabic, Dutch, German, Italian, Portugu8panish, Chinese, French, Hebrew,
Japanese, Russian and Swedish may consider iliZiQ for a similar class activity by
downloading to translate the ICQ interface intcsthi&anguages. (Find out more about Lingoware
at http://www.icg.com/download/pro_languages.html

In addition, ICQ also provides voice, ICQphone am®o functions which could enhance the
chat session. Instructors who wish to utilize thfes¢ures should bear in mind that other
hardware may be required and learners may finiffitalt to concentrate on two different
modes at any one time, for instance text chattimj\eice chatting within one given task.



Another way of reaping the benefits of ICQ is tedan authentic collaboration with people
outside the classroom. Instructors who can plamea session with another class of learners may
consider the option of having their class of notiveaspeakers chat with a class of native
speakers. As Lee (1999) pointed out, CMC has aarddge over face-to-face verbal interaction
as “CMC is an interactive text-based medium” wigeln “make the texturalization of the
linguistic intuition of native speakers available the screen” allowing learners to notice the
structure of the communication and target spetifiguistic features. However, in this situation,
it is important to keep in mind that the stakesuttidoe similar, i.e. the native speakers should
have some authentic need to communicate with thenative speakers. If the stakes are not
similar, the group of students with lower stakey mat take the activity seriously causing the
learning exchange to be less constructive for therayroup.

Finally, ICQ allows chat sessions to be saved aimdgal out in text editors such as Notepad.
Instructors may consider letting students use thes¢-outs as references or self-evaluations
after the chat session. Learners may then utitieeptint-outs for noticing and analyzing the
language structures either at the discourse levelructural level or any other levels for
“reinforcement so it [sic] they can be used indatifferent linguistic situations” (Lee, 1999).

Conclusion

As Lee (1999) points out, “no single instructionthwe can ensure the mastery of spoken skills
of TL.” Online chatting is not a replacement focéato-face interactions. It is an alternative
instructional method that could be used to pronoodéé proficiency by increasing ESL learners’
willingness to take risks through visual prepamtice. seeing and organizing their ideas in print
and reducing their anxiety level. This paper presampossible lesson plan and the incorporation
of a chat activity to address the affective stdtESL learners in hope that CMC can have a
positive impact. Finally, alternative uses of chetivities have been suggested and other
pedagogical issues have been raised to highlightéled for more experimentation and
empirical researches to fully “harness” the featloRCMC for the benefit of language

learning.
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APPENDI X

Career Requirement: Experiencevs. Paper Qualification
A communicative task using computer-mediated communication

(modified after Compton , 2002:101)

Instructions for Student A

Task Situation



In today's modern society, career is a big papeaiple's lives. However, in order to secure a
good job, one has to fulfill certain requirementsu believe that a person with working
experience can build a better career in a shomeuat of time. You need to presehtee
arguments for the importance of work experience paper qualification. On the other hand,
your partner will present three arguments for thpartance of paper qualification.

Instructions for Student B

Task Situation

In today's modern society, career is a big papeaiple's lives. However, in order to secure a
good job, one has to fulfill certain requirementsu believe that a person with paper
gualifications can build a better career in a grasmount of time. You need to presttee
arguments for the importance of paper qualificatear working experience. On the other hand,
your partner will present three arguments for thpartance of working experience.

What you need to do

1.

2.
3.

© N

Click on thé&tart Menu at the bottom left corner of the screen to staat€Q
program.

Enter your password.

If you are assigned 8gudent A, send &hat Request by clicking the left button of
the mouse next to your partner's name. If you lieen assigned as Student B, you may
skip this step.

When you are in chat mode, share and sésitie arguments for the importance of
work experience.

Your partner will present you with thregwaments for the importance of paper
qualification. Try to persuade him to change hiaani

After you and your partner have compléteitask, click to end the chat session and a
pop-up menu will ask if you want to save the cldick "Save Chat".

Save the chat on tbesktop under the file nam€hat.

You have 20 minutes to complete the task.



