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Abstract: This article addresses arguments in relation to using audio or videoconferencing
for online synchronous language classes. Audioconferencing (AC) differs from
Videoconferencing (VC) because of the utilization of the webcam. In the former,
communication takes place through audio channels, while the latter complies images of the
participants through synchronous video chat. In regard to that, online synchronous
interaction through AC and VC may affect learning in different ways. Through research
results about this issue, this article presents possible pros and cons for the use of the
webcam. Results point to benefits of AC, not eliminating, however, the importance of the
webcam if used with awareness.
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1. Introduction

Synchronous online multimodal communication through Audioconferencing (AC)
and Videoconferencing (VC) have become popular ways of communication in everyday
life through free resources such as Skype, FaceTime and Google Hangouts. Likewise, in
learning contexts, especially in online language learning and teaching, learners can
communicate with others orally via video and/or audio calls as a way of interacting in the
target language. On these grounds, researchers have been demonstrating interest in
understanding how synchronous online communication happens for the purpose of
teaching and learning languages. Results have shown advantages and disadvantages
regarding the use of AC and VC for language pedagogy. In spite of that, teachers and
students are the only ones eligible to decide which modality of online interaction, AC or
VC, works better for them. Hence, this article presents research results unveiling pros and
cons of AC and VC for language teaching and learning to argue that we have not one
answer, but many, regarding the use of AC and/or VC. It ends with the final argument and
conclusion that the decision relies on learners and teachers to identify how they profit from
each modality of communication.
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2. Audioconferencing (AC) and Videoconferencing (VC) for Language Learning

Audioconferencing (AC) and Videoconferencing (VC) can be included in the
concept of webconferencing, since the latter is a broader term. Cruz and Barcia (2000)
conceptualize webconferencing as a digital resource that allows oral, visual and written
communication for people who are physically distant. While AC limits its affordances to
the oral channel, VC combines visual and oral features to the interaction (Cruz, 1997; Cruz
& Moraes, 1997). Both AC and VC, many times, can make use of written communication
resources through a chat box, besides graphics such as emoticons.

There has been a number of studies investigating whether AC and/or VC, used
individually or in combination, could be beneficial for language learning and teaching (e.g.
JEPSON, 2005; STICKLER, BATSTONE & DUENSING, 2007; HEINS, DUENSING,
STICKLER & BATSTONE, 2007; YANGUAS, 2010; HAMPEL & STICKLER, 2012;
CODREANU & CELIK, 2011; SATAR, 2015; GUICHON & COHEN, 2015; GUICHON,
& WIGHAM, 2016). For the purpose of this essay, | will focus on the most recent research
results that specifically contrast AC and VC (Yanguas, 2010; Guichon & Cohen, 2015) or
focus on analyzing the use of the webcam for language teaching and learning (Guichon, &
Wigham, 2016).

Yanguas (2010) conducted a qualitative study to examine how language learners
negotiated meaning during task-based interaction via AC, VC and face-to-face (F2F).
Learner-to-learner dyads were randomly assigned to (a) an AC group, (b) a VC group, or
(c) a F2F control group to complete a jigsaw task that included unknown lexical items.
Yanguas (2010) concluded that in the AC condition, learners had to use linguistic
resources they would not have used in the two conditions that provided visual cues (F2F
and videoconferencing). However, the linguistic resources used in the AC modality
presented a higher percentage of partially understood lexical items. Yanguas (2010, p. 84)
posits a question regarding this issue:

The question is then what is more important for L2 acquisition, to linguistically
elaborate on the item augmenting the possibility of non-communication to occur,
or to fully and unequivocally understanding the concept being focused on as a
source of non-communication? In an interactionist context such as ours, it seems
that the most logical answer would be the former rather than the latter but more
research is needed to properly address this question.

In this case, participants were mainly trying to unveil the meaning of unknown
lexical items. In the VC and F2F groups, participants could mimic instead of speaking,
while in the AC group, participants resorted to elaborating verbally on the lexical items,
although sometimes they did not fully understood each other.

As the author points out along the discussion of the results, both AC and VC can
affect language teaching and learning positively. While AC may push learners to
production, VC can foster complete understanding due to the visual resources
(YANGUAS, 2010). No significant differences were identified between the F2F and VC
conditions.



In the same lines, Guichon and Cohen (2015) studied if visual cues should enhance
online communication in relation to social presence!. Through an experimental study, they
explored the value provided by a webcam in an online L2 pedagogical teacher-to-learner
interaction. A total of 40 French undergraduate students were asked to describe in English
four previously unseen pictures to a teacher via Skype, during a 10-minute interaction. Half
of the students (n = 20) were assigned to a VC condition and the other half (n = 20) to AC.
The author aimed to explore whether seeing the interlocutor on the webcam impacts on the
patterns of interaction and on word search episodes.

Among the results, Guichon and Cohen (2015) found that there were no differences
between the students’ feelings of online teacher presence in the two conditions (AC and
VC). Another interesting result was that students in the AC condition understood the
teacher better, in comparison to the VC group, contrarily to Yanguas’ (2010) findings.
According to Guichon and Cohen (2015), this result goes against the idea that “the
interlocutor’s image should facilitate understanding, thanks to social cues such as laughing
or nodding, and should make participants feel physically and psychologically closer to one
another” (p. 349). In agreement with Yanguas (2010), though, students in the AC condition
produced more target language, than the ones in the VC group. As stated by the participant
teacher in Guichon and Cohen’s (2015, p. 349) investigation, “the lack of images helped
students to focus on the words and their meaning, so maybe this obliged them to
concentrate more”.

As the authors put it:

[W]e might hypothesize that, in a language learning and teaching online interaction,
being able to see the image of the interlocutor and oneself during an
videoconferencing interaction may in fact be distracting for some learners who, as a
consequence, will be less focused on the verbal components of the teacher’s
message, thus hindering understanding to some extent. (GUICHON; COHEN,
2015, p. 349)

Guichon and Cohen’s (2015) research results point to the idea that the use of the
webcam is not essential for language learning and teaching. Other differences regarding
AC versus VC were the number of silences and overlaps?. There were more silences in the
AC, possibly explained by the lack of visual clues, and more overlaps in the VC.

The authors also identified that the teacher had to speak more abundantly in the AC
condition. The teacher herself stated that she had to provide more information or assistance
to students in order to move the interaction forward due to the lack of visual cues. On the
other hand, in the VC group the conversation forwarded more rapidly and seamlessly

LIn short, Social Presence (SP) can be defined as the ‘degree of salience of the other person in the interaction
and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationship’ (WILLIAMS AND CHRISTIE, 1976, p. 65, as
cited in SATAR, 2015, p. 481).

2 Silences and overlaps are constructs better understood according to Conversation Analysis. Silences may
refer to moments in which talk is expected, but does not happen, and overlaps may be considered evidence of
an incoming speaker’s failure to notice whether the current speaker has or has not finished (HUTCHBY &
WOOFFITT, 2002).



because of the linguistic cues. In relation to the word search episodes, no significant
differences were found between the groups.

In a very recent study carried out by Guichon and Wigham (2016), the results also
emphasize that the use of the webcam in VC is not essential. The authors claim that the
limited access to visual cues provided by the webcam is felt as useless or even disruptive.
The authors depart from the point that students only visualize the teacher’s face and,
sometimes, shoulders and torso, and that may not help learning when compared to AC. The
data for the study consisted of multimodal transcriptions of online interactions, screen shot
data and post-course interviews.

Through an analysis of shots, Guichon and Wigham (2016) tried to identify what
would be the best position for teachers to stand in front of the webcam when teaching. The
types of shots can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1 Classification of screen shots (GUICHON; WIGHAM, 2016, p. 70).

Framing Category Explanation

extreme close-up shot The trainee’s face saturates the frame but is only
partially visible. At least one crucial element is missing
(eyes, mouth or eyebrows are not visible).

close-up shot The webcam is focused on the participant’s face.
head and shoulders shot The trainee’s face and shoulders can be seen.
head and torso shot The trainee’s face, shoulders and torso can be seen.

The results found by Guichon and Wigham (2016) showed that there is no optimal
framing choice for VC. Furthermore, there was a loss between the number of gestures
performed by the teachers and those visible for the students, meaning that the teachers
were not careful in relation to making gestures that would show in the camera.
Consequently, the study highlights the need for teachers to develop critical semiotic
awareness in order to have a better perception of the image they project in VC for language
teaching and learning.

Although the studies presented tend to emphasize that AC works for language
learning and teaching, putting aside the necessity of having visual cues through webcams
(VC), the overall discussions and results allow room for the interpretation that both
conditions, AC and VC, are affordable of language development. While AC fosters
language production, interaction forwards more fluently in VC due to smiles, nods and
gestures.

Considering that, teachers and students are the only ones eligible to decide which
modality of online interaction, AC or VC, works better for them. Despite the cons in
relation to VC shown throughout research results, it is evident that some teachers and
learners may profit from the visual cues, be they a few or numerous. According to Doérnyei
and Skehan (2003), individual differences play a role when learners have the task of
deciding in which type of interaction to engage in order to foster language learning.

In the same way, teachers when planning may pay attention whether or not it is
necessary or beneficial to use the webcam. According to the activities planned for class,
teachers can opt for AC or VC, even making use of the resources individually or in
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combination in specific moments of each class. As Blake (2008) and Thomas, Reinders
and Warschauer (2014) assure, technological resources do not change education, being that
they are inherently neutral. However, the use of such resources by educators may have a
positive impact on language pedagogy.

3. Conclusion

To conclude, this essay presented research results regarding AC and VC,
emphasizing that there are no conclusive results in the sense of stating which modality is
more effective for teaching and learning languages. Through the presentation of empirical
studies, | addressed how AC and VC can be effectively used for L2 instruction. Besides
that, the findings indicated important aspects to be considered when using AC and VC,
individually or in combination.

Although most evidences refer to more negative aspects of using the webcam for
synchronous online language teaching and learning (YANGUAS, 2010; GUICHON;
COHEN, 2015; GUICHON; WIGHAM, 2016), | argue that teachers and students are the
only ones eligible to decide which modality of online interaction, AC or VC, works better
for them. Individual differences and careful planning allows students and teachers,
respectively, to decide upon which mode to choose, bearing in mind that technology
cannot change education alone, it simply provides potential affordances for well-aware
pedagogical rationales.
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