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REFLECTIVE PRACTICE AND PREZI —
TOOLS FOR IMPROVING ACADEMIC SPEAKING SKILLS
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Abstract. This paper aims at investigating the usefulness of the reflective practice
supported by technology as a tool for improving academic speaking skills. The study
employs two groups of undergraduate students in the Integrated Skills course for Academic
Purpose, at the University of Szeged, that undergo the same instruction. The non-
experimental group does not use technology to support their speaking practice, while the
experimental group uses Prezi. The instruments used in the research are surveys and the
instructor’s journal. The results reveal that students perceive reflective practice as a useful
tool that helps them think critically about their performance. What is more, the study shows
that reflective activities, when combined with online resources boost motivation for
speaking and better presentation performance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Undergraduate students wishing to enroll in graduate and post-graduate programs
need to master English for Academic Purpose (EAP) to be able to actively participate in
Academia. All four language skills are equally important and should be devoted considerable
time for practice. Nonetheless, delivering a presentation in front of experts is an important
component of any graduate program. This also includes skills of discussing, forming clear,
concise, convincing arguments, and delivering an effective presentation. How can this be
mastered? Sadly, there is no one-size-fits-all model and instructors usually develop their
own approach.

The author of this article creates and conducts a pilot study during her teaching practice in
2017 which served as a benchmark for a subsequent experimental study in 2018 as a part of
her professional development as an EAP practitioner and a researcher. The experimental study
was the instructor’s PhD project and due to its complexity, it extends into several phases. This
paper aims to present the research results from a particular segment of the PhD project,
focusing only on the efficiency of the technology for practicing Academic Speaking.

Submitted December 12", 2020, accepted for publication February 23, 2021
Corresponding author: Olivera Korpas. University of Szeged, H-6720 Szeged, Dugonics square 13, Hungary
E-mail: oliverakorpas@gmail.com

© 2021 by University of Nig, Serbia | Creative Commons License: CC BY-NC-ND



322 0. KORPAS

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
2.1. Reflective practice

Self-reflection and meta-cognitive thinking are well-researched areas in applied
linguistics (Desautel 2009, Haukas, Bjerke, and Dypedahl, 2018). Several studies reported
on the benefits of self-reflecting for the improvement of language learning skills (Porto
2007, Mynard 2008, Osborn 2005). The most frequent way of reflecting is by using self-
assessment practices (Rodriguez Ochoa 2017, Birjandi and Nasrin 2010), a learner’s journal
(Tuan 2010, Rokni and Asieh 2014), or a learner’s portfolio (Lo 2010, Yang 2003, Young
and Crow 1992, Gottlieb 1995, Paulson, Paulson and Meyer 1991, Nunes 2004). However,
it is not only students who reflect on their performance, but also teachers (Hollingsworth
and Clarke 2017, Conway 2001, Zeichner and Liu 2010, LaBoskey 1994, Orlova 2009,
Akbari, Behzadpoor, Dadvand 2010). In recent years, language teachers tend to adopt
action research to find out how to improve their instruction and provide learners with a
better learning experience (Pardede 2019:138-140). In this way, a teacher is a researcher of
one’s own classroom practice and works on identifying a problem, designing a solution,
acting upon the problem, and reflecting on the outcome (Burns 2009: 2). A common tool
for investigating one’s own teaching is keeping a teacher’s diary/journal (Cohen-Sayag and
Fischl 2012, Triff and Popescu, 2013).

2.2. Academic speaking skills and technology

Students list the fear of producing mistakes in front of their peers and audience, lack
of confidence, lack of ideas, and difficult topics as some of the reasons behind their
failure to improve their oral communication (Darginavi¢iené¢ and Sliogeriené, 2020).

Nonetheless, the literature provides many examples of how to improve one’s fluency
and accuracy (Albino 2017, Derakhshan, Khalili and Beheshti 2016, Zou et al. 2020). The
study by Hamad, Metwally, and Alfaruque (2019) shed some light on using YouTube and
Audio Tracks Imitation (YATI) to improve EFL speaking skills. The students in the study
reported that YATI has a positive impact on their engagement and speaking performance in
class. According to Abdulrahman (2018), TED talks is not only used as valuable listening
practice, but it can also improve student’s communication. It helps not only with
pronunciation but also stress and intonation of the words and phrases for academic purpose.
In addition, Lancini (2019) reports on the use of Android and iOS voice tools for improving
fluency and oral skills. The study shows that video recordings are a motivating tool to
reflect on ones” work and instigate encouragement, responsibility, and independence.

However, not many studies combined technology with reflective practice. Kizilcik
and Daloglu (2018) devised an interactive reflection model, which involves the teacher as
a researcher and students to involve in the reflection to improve their performance. It is a
continual cycle of reflecting with students on their reflections using rubrics for self-
assessment. These rubrics targeted reflecting upon mini presentations in terms of content,
organization, delivery, visual use, and language. Both students and the instructor had
undergone continuous self-assessment and it is highly beneficial for both sides.

Since this was the only study of this kind that I could found, it inspired me to think of
my own classroom practice and devise a similar practice to contribute to the field.
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2.3. Prezi

Prezi is presentation software that gained momentum in recent years. Nonetheless, the
company was founded over a decade ago. The difference between PowerPoint and Prezi
lies in the layout and features. According to the official Prezi website, the company states
that the presentations created in Prezi are more engaging, memorable, and persuasive
(PREZI). The features and layout provide for the user’s creativity to come to light while
presenting in a storytelling way (The SCIENCE OF EFFECTIVE PRESENTATION). As a
graduate student myself, | had encountered some colleagues using Prezi during conferences
abroad. However, | did not notice that Prezi was being used in our department. | also could
not find any studies that used Prezi to improve students speaking skills in the EAP context.
Thus, it provided a perfect opportunity to use it in my classes, teach students to present
according to the latest trend, and conduct a small experiment.

3. THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.0.1. The purpose of this study

This study has two aims. Firstly, to test the usefulness of using reflective practice as a
tool in improving student’s Academic speaking skills. Secondly, to examine the
efficiency of this practice when combined with technology. There is a non-experimental
and an experimental group. With the help of the non-experimental group, the first
research question is answered, while with the help of the experimental group, both the
first and second research questions are addressed:

= |s the self-reflective survey a helpful tool in thinking critically of one’s own

performance?

= How does technology affect the self-reflective practice in class?

This paper aims to present a segment of the research project that the author carried out
towards completing PhD thesis.

3.0.2. The settings and participants

The study was conducted at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, in
Szeged, Hungary. The participants of this study were second and third-year BA students
studying at the Institute of English and American studies. The study consisted of two
phases. The first phase was in the autumn of 2017 and the second phase was exactly one
year later. In both phases, the same instruments were employed. However, participants
are different. In both phases, participants of the study were attending the course called
Integrated English Language Skills based on the textbook that aimed at improving their
English Academic Skills. Nonetheless, this study focuses on looking at a particular aspect
of EAP — speaking skills.

3.1. The study design

3.1.1. The Instructor’ role and approach

The instructor in her 2nd and 3rd year of PhD studies opted for the course Teaching
Practice for two semesters to fulfill her obligatory requirements towards the completion
of her PhD study program. The instructor was teaching English for specific purpose
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before her studies both offline and online, but never at the university level and never an
Integrated Language Skills course for EAP. This served as a great opportunity for the
instructor to improve her teaching skills for her future teaching of EAP and conduct
research. Thus, the role of the instructor is twofold —the instructor and the researcher.

3.1.2. Speaking activities and their goals

At the beginning of the course in 2017, students were asked to share their opinion in
class on how good their speaking skills in the academic context are. All students agreed that
practicing presenting, and presentation skills would be something they could highly benefit
from and be able to apply in their near future. Based on this answer, the instructor came up
with a plan and speaking activities that could help students become more confident and
better prepared for delivering a speech or presentation in front of a large academic audience.
The speaking activity was not graded, and it did not influence the final course grade. In this
way, the instructor reduced the fear of failure and provided a stress-free learning atmosphere.

To practice speaking, students needed to deliver 15-minute group presentations followed
by a 10-minute QA by the audience and short feedback from the instructor. There were 14
working weeks and each week there would be one pair presenting a certain grammar
topic/rule relating to speaking for academic purpose. In this way, the instructor wanted to
simulate the conference presentation atmosphere and prepare the students for their future
presentations at conferences.

However, the instructor wanted students to receive enough chance for practice and think
critically of their own performance. To achieve this, the instructor devised a tool that would
provide guidelines for students to reflect on and assess their peers’ presentations weekly
until the time comes to perform a self-assessment. This tool is in the form of a small grid
table with specific subcategories students should tick. It was created with 2 purposes for
two different activities.

Activity 1 aimed at installing the habit of reflecting upon peer’s presentation skills and
performance weekly. The expectation is that it would raise students’ awareness of what is
required for an effective presentation performance. It would also help them think critically of
others’ performance and prepare mentally for their own performance. It would provide clear
guidelines to follow and build self-confidence in the future. The evaluation grid is filled-in in
class and passed on to the presenters to reflect on. The tool used is named reflective survey.

Activity 2 is a self-assessment of the given presentation in class. It is a self-reflective
report on ones’ performance that is filled-in online in CooSpace, soon after the lesson for
homework. The report contained the same grid as in activity 1 plus questions 6 and 7 that
elicit more information about the usefulness of the practice itself. The students were informed
that the answers they enclose could be used for research purposes and that their stated opinion
has no influence over their final mark in the course. It is voluntary and the students are the
ones who benefit the most from it. The tool used is named the self-assessment survey.

3.2. The Instrument

The research questions are answered with the help of a self-assessment survey and the
teacher’s journal. The reflective Survey was a supporting tool that had another purpose.
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3.2.1. The Reflective Survey

The reflective survey was a letter-sized survey grid with the title ‘Delivering an effective
presentation’. There are four main categories in the grid, each with up to 3 subcategories. The
students need to rate their peers’ performance on a 5-point Likert scale from “Very Poor’ to
‘Excellent’. The four categories are Content/Material, Presentation Skill, Voice Quality,
Discussion skills. The same grid was used in the Self-Assessment Survey for questions 2 to 5.

3.2.2. The Self-Assessment Survey

The self-assessment survey aims at self-evaluating one’s presenting in class. At the
very top of the survey, the purpose is explained. It informs students that the answers they
provide could be used for research purpose. The survey was short and contained seven
questions. Question 1 simply asked for the student’s name or a pseudonym. Questions 2
to 5 are in the form of 4 categories with a couple of subcategories to which a rating scale
is attached. Question 6 asked for the level of agreement with the statement about the
helpfulness of self-reflecting from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’. The last
question asked for student’s opinions or remarks regarding the activity itself. The same
reflective survey was used in the course in 2017 and the one in 2018.

3.2.3 Instructor’s Journal

Since the surveys cannot capture the whole classroom atmosphere it was necessary to
keep a journal that can help the instructor carefully observe and note down the learning
process in an objective way. The instructor would note down her observations after each
class and when the course ended reflect holistically. Concerning the speaking practice,
the instructor devised themes and questions to guide her in forming an objective opinion.

In the non-experimental group, the instructor created themes — students’ confidence
when presenting without technology, student’s overall performance according to the grid
from the reflective-practice, classroom, and learning atmosphere during the presentations.

In the experimental group, the instructor created themes — students’ confidence when
presenting with Prezi, student’s overall performance according to the grid from the
reflective-practice, classroom, and learning atmosphere during the presentations.

3.3. The non-experimental and the experimental group

The same instruments, the same presentation topics, sources, and the same reflective
practice were used in both groups. The groups had different participants and the way of
delivering a mini presentation was different. In the course of 2017, the students were
instructed to deliver the presentation orally with a one-page paper with notes and exercises
for the audience. In the course of 2018, the students were instructed to deliver their
presentation with Prezi and have a one-page paper with notes and exercises for the audience
too. In 2017, students had to rely on themselves when it comes to creativity and grabbing the
audience’s attention, while in 2018 the students would use Prezi and project their presentation
on the wall. None of the students were acquainted with the notion of Prezi for making
presentations or knowing how to use it. By changing the mode of delivery of presentations
and using a completely unknown online resource to the students, we wanted to see whether
the designed self-reflective activities for improving speaking skills would be at stake.
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4, DATA ANALYSIS

A descriptive analysis of ‘Self-assessment surveys’ of 2017 and 2018 is presented in
the following subsections.

4.1. Self-Assessment Survey in 2017

Question 1 elicited that fifteen out of twenty students had reflected upon their classroom
mini-presentation performance. Question 2 was related to the content/material of students’
presentations. Most students have evaluated the structure of their presentation and the
amount of material as something that they have done well. However, more than half
acknowledged a lack of visual aids. Question 3 was referring to the student’s presentation
skills. The question contained 3 subcategories. In terms of eye contact, almost half
acknowledged not establishing good eye contact with the audience. The style of presentation
was quite good by most students, and timekeeping was only in two cases described as poor.
Question 4 had to do with voice quality. An insignificantly small number of students stated
that their voice clarity, tone, and speed of speech were poor. Question 5 was relating to
discussion skills. Just three students recognized their handling of the questions and responding
appropriately as a problem. The majority answered positively.

Question 6 was about acknowledging the usefulness of “Self-reflecting’. Ten students
answered positively and acknowledged that the self-reflection report made them think
critically and pointed out their weaknesses that need improvement. Four students were
neutral and only one student disagrees. Question 7 asked for personal opinion/remark of
the activity itself. There were only four comments/remarks which could be categorized in
the following way:

= Thinking critically about your performance:

“l think | need to improve to some extent in every possible way. This report
helped me to think about our performance with David critically. Personally, next
time | should concentrate more on eye contact (which if I remember well | totally
missed) and on the presentation skill itself.”

= Not seeing the point:

I personally believe that most of us didn't take this presentation too seriously,
cause it had no real stake.
= The noticed drawback of the self-reflection report:
“At the discussion part, | ticked "good" because | asked if anyone had questions
and at the "responding appropriately" part | put "poor" only because there was no
question to respond to.”

¢ Dislike of the activity:
“I hate group presentations.”

4.2. Self-Assessment Survey in 2018

Question 1 elicited that all students (25/25) had reflected upon their classroom mini-
presentation performance. Question 2 shows us that only 1 student rated his amount of
the presentation material as poor. Only four out of 25 rated their poor use of visuals.
Question 3 indicated that there is a small number of students that struggle with
maintaining eye contact with the audience, and their presentation style. Only one student
had poor timekeeping. Question 4 shows that voice clarity, tone/volume, and speed of
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talking was not a significant problem for the group. Question 5 demonstrated very good
discussion skills and an insignificant number of students have mentioned this as an
obstacle. Question 6 shows that only 1% rated self-reflection reports as a non-significant
tool and only 8% were neutral. Question 7 was answered by only one student commenting
that he/she ‘needs to be more confident’.

4.3. Instructor’s journal summary

Giving presentations supported with paper-based notes was simply not motivating
enough for students to carry out a successful presentation. Even though they had been
introduced to the aspects of successful presentation in the reflective practice, the old
traditional way of presenting in front of the class was boring. For this reason, the learning
aspect was also slow, and students were not active in the discussion part. Some students did
not like this way of presenting at all.

Conversely, the group presentations supported by Prezi had the full attention of
everyone in the class. The students were challenged because making presentations with
Prezi required the mastery of its use and expressing creativity with the presentation layout.
All students delivered authentic and inspiring presentations. The layouts they created helped
them convey their presentation coherently and concisely. The audience was excited to hear
and read the notes from these presentations and there was always a good discussion
afterward. Both presenters and audience were more confident and performed well.

5. DISCUSSION

The self-assessment survey in 2017 points to the fact that the students need some more
practice presenting in front of the audience on many levels. Most of the students stated that
they had a good presentation structure and a good amount of material, while their use of
visual aids was quite poor. Almost all students self-evaluated as having a good presentation
style, but timekeeping and eye contact with the audience needs to be practiced more.
However, voice quality and talking speed were to the advantage of this group. Also,
discussion skills were recognized by more than half as ‘Good’. And 66.7% acknowledged
that a self-assessment survey is a tool that helps them think critically of their performance.

Conversely, the self-assessment survey of 2018, shows a higher tendency of answering
positively with each response. When it comes to content and organization of the presentations,
as well as voice and presentation skills, more than half answered with ‘Good’ or better. The
discussion skills were also by the vast majority labeled as ‘Good’. Recognizing the value of
using a self-assessment survey was also recognized as something helpful by 22 out of 25
students (88%).

Contrasting the two results from question 6, it can be said that in both courses students
find self-reflection practice a valuable tool for thinking critically of one’s performance.

However, the answers to each question (2-5) in 2018’s survey suggest that the use of
technology for delivering the presentation could be a determining factor for the increase
in all numbers. A clear example of this is in Figures 2 and 3. Figure 2 shows higher
numbers or better performance in connection to the structure of the content when Prezi is
used. Also, in Figure 3, an increase in numbers means that there was a better performance
in relation to the style of presentation with Prezi.
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Question 6 Contrasting answers in 2017 and 2018
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Fig. 1 Contrasting the answers from Question 6 in 2017 and 2018
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Fig. 2 Question 2 (Content structure)
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Fig. 3 Question 3 Presentation skills/Style of presentation

Nevertheless, what numbers could not reveal is the classroom atmosphere in the groups.
Thus, based on the instructor’s personal observation and her journal, the experimental group
had more zeal to participate in the task for when Prezi is applied. There was a certain
positive attitude and eagerness to deliver the presentation regardless of the lack of
confidence and nervousness. Both groups displayed certain tension when speaking in front
of the audience, but the group that used technology overcame the stage fright sooner than
the group that had to rely just on themselves and only on the paper-based notes. The
students in 2018, also demonstrated greater interest and certain excitement while waiting
for the peers to present as it creates certain suspense- not knowing what and how the
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presenters would present. Prezi allowed for the students’ creativity to be demonstrated as
each pair had a different vision of the layout and effects. Even if not being familiar with
certain software, this shows that the NET generation finds technology as a more natural and
easier way to express and convey ones’ message.

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

Both study groups find that self-reflective practice per se is a quite useful tool for raising
awareness of student’s performance, thus improving their academic speaking skills. What is
more, when a reflective practice is adequately supported by technology, it boosts students’
motivation. The fact that almost all students in the self-assessment survey in 2018, self-
rated their performance as quite satisfying can be attributed to the eagerness of using the
online resources as a support in their learning. None of the students were familiar with using
Prezi for delivering the presentation before. Nevertheless, it seems that the students found this
way of presenting more natural to them, thus performed better. The instructor’s journal reveals
that students find the old traditional lecture-like way of delivering a presentation uninteresting.
Whereas, when using Prezi, they simply engage faster and deeper. This study shows that using
technology for practicing Academic speaking is indeed a particularly good way to motivate
students towards their goals. Also, this study opens the door to further research. Since this
study involves a small number of students, there is a need for the study to be repeated with a
larger sample and possibly with an equal number of participants in both groups.
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