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Teaching teachers phonetics: The design and implementation of an asynchronous online
English phonetics course

Steven H. Weinberger, Hussain Almalki & Larisa A. Olesova®

Abstract. It is axiomatic that one of the chief goals of an applied linguistics program
is to instruct teachers in the intricacies of English language structure. Explicit
knowledge of the target language can help domestic and international teachers when
dealing with adult 2nd language learners. But while most programs offer courses in
English grammar, we found a paucity of (online) phonetics classes. We discuss three
characteristics to be included in an online phonetics course: the description and
learning of the sounds of the world’s languages, the technology-based collaborative
procedures to narrowly transcribe a wide range of accented English speech, and the
specific design to engage a variety of online students. Particular attention is devoted
to our unique collaborative online project that at once trains students in the phonetic
analysis of non-native speech. The results of these analyses are contributed to the
online database, the speech accent archive (accent.gmu.edu), thereby giving students
ownership of a publicly available online archive. The outcomes are described, with
justifications and specific methods for measuring them. This paper emphasizes that
learning to narrowly transcribe leads to enhanced listening and analysis, and that
peer-to-peer collaboration is vital for any asynchronous online class.
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1. Introduction. Distance education courses in the United States are increasing (Seaman et al.,
2018). This increase is also the result of the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown that caused educa-
tional institutions to shift to online learning. A number of studies discuss how alternative
approaches are being integrated for effective online learning, including the advantages and chal-
lenges of online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic (Bdair, 2021; Moon, Hargis, & Lu,
2021). Advantages include a more flexible learning environment, improved student academic
achievement, and the adoption of self-directed learning (Bdair, 2021). However, challenges of
online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic are consistent with those reported during tradi-
tional distance learning. This includes student isolation and difficulties with engagement and
interaction (Ewing & Cooper, 2021). Indeed, engagement and interaction are two essential keys
for students’ academic success (Tawfik et al., 2018). In this paper, we discuss a sustainable
online phonetics course that we have been offering at George Mason University. It predates the
2020 pandemic as we have been offering it for five years now. Our goal is to assert that a lin-
guistically responsible phonetics course can indeed be taught fully online. We will describe our
graduate-level course and focus upon the chief ways in which we enhance student collaboration
through narrow phonetic transcription. We also report on some of the technology and tools that
we use in this course. Our challenge was to design a theoretical phonetics course for teachers of
English as a second language. How could we keep it theoretically phonetic, while making it ac-
cessible and useful to students with applied concerns? And how to do this online?
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Our LING 523 course is part of our graduate TESL Certificate program. Essentially, it does
what most phonetics courses should do; it covers topics in the articulation of speech sounds, the
acoustics of speech sounds, and it stresses the art of narrow phonetic transcription.

In the class we move from a discussion of theoretical knowledge to applied knowledge.
And even though we have named this course English Phonetics, there is a reasonable amount of
comparative and contrastive work with non-English languages. This, along with an understand-
ing of the sources of second language pronunciation differences, leads to some best practices for
teachers who teach non-native speakers.

A major focus in this course is on the narrow transcription of a large variety of native and
non-native English speech. For us this achieves two things: It trains the students to become
close listeners and analyzers, and it promotes iterative collaboration.

We rely on the data found in the speech accent archive (Weinberger, 2018). This is an ac-
cessible and growing database of annotated English speech. It currently contains approximately
3,000 samples of native and non-native speakers reading the same English paragraph. Speaker
demographics and phonetic transcriptions are included. Our phonetics students contribute to this
database through a semester-long project described below.

The non-native speaker (NNS) online collaborative project involves teams of three students.
Each team solicits a suitable non-native speaker of English and uses approved field-recording
methods to digitally capture the speech. Throughout the semester the speech is narrowly tran-
scribed collaboratively and with the help of speech analysis software, detailed consensus is
reached on each transcription. The transcription is analyzed and compared to any native speaker
sample, and general phonological differences are noted and given some theoretical attribution.
Finally, a pedagogical intervention is proposed. The detailed path of this procedure along with
the some of the tools employed is shown in Figure 1.

Record a non-native Transcribe the non- Analyze the speech Compare it to a Diagnose
speaker native speech « Transcription native speaker differences
sample e Generalization * Intervention
Tools: smartphone,
microphone Tools: IPA chart, Tools: PRAAT, L2 Tools: speech
unicode font, theories - Tools: Powerpoint,
PRAAT Pedagogy texts

Figure 1. The NNS online collaborative project lifecycle

2. The transcriptions: the wiki and the discussion board. Parallel to the individual student
group projects, the entire class works on one selected non-native speech sample together. For
example, a recent class worked on a Mandarin speaker from Shanghai. (Mandarin28 on the
speech accent archive). This NNS online project relies heavily on transcription and analysis. It
draws upon listener’s perceptual and linguistic knowledge (Ball, et. al., 2009); so, students are
expected to apply the knowledge from the course material in both their transcription and analy-
sis. Additionally, since we view transcription as more of an art than a science, we require
students to spend some time practicing and reflecting. This project helps train students to be
close listeners. It also requires multiple human listeners to reach consensus on the transcription,
which in turn enhances students’ collaboration through interaction and engagement in such an
online class (Shriberg, et. al.,1987).



Since this course is fully asynchronous, we utilize wikis to transcribe, and enlist the discus-
sion board to continue elaboration on a weekly basis. Accordingly, each week students are
assigned a different part of the speech sample to transcribe, with minimal instructions, as can be
seen in Figure 2, and they take turns in starting off the transcription so that no one student will
always be the first to initiate. Students’ transcriptions are followed by the consensus transcription
after discussion is completed on the discussion board. This process repeats weekly until the
speech sample is fully transcribed.

Wiki Instructions A

Instructions  Alignments

Listen to our chosen NNS sample from the speech accent archive. Narrowly transcribe (with your IPA font) the sentences listed below. provide comments on other student’s
transcriptions if you wish.

This week we begin to phonetically transcribe our class NNS sample. please go to the speech accent archive and listen to it.
We will all comment on these transcriptions and reach some consensus on a final draft transcription.
Before working on the wiki, please watch this tutorial which helps you work successfully:

o (reating and Editing a Wiki Page

1. Your will use the same wiki page to work collaboratively.

2. To participate in this activity, click on Click to Launch.

3. When you are in a wiki page, click on Edit Wiki Content.

4. Add the required information to the wiki page and don't forget to hit Submitwhen you are done.

5. The instructor will use History feature in the wiki to see how many times the wiki page was edited, who edited and when it was edited to track changes. Your contribution will
be reflected in wiki statistics that the instructor will use for grading.

6. Keep in Mind: When you are editing a wiki page, it is locked to prevent others from editing the same page at the same time.

Figure 2. Wiki page instructions

In addition to the weekly wiki transcription task, students are required to discuss their tran-
scriptions for that week and reach a consensus. This is done in the weekly discussion board
forum, where students discuss some of the issues they faced and/or reflect on their experience for
that week’s transcription. It is here that they argue for their particular rendition.

Once the students finish their weekly transcription assignments, we have a complete consen-
sus transcription that students agreed on for the nonnative speech sample, as shown in Figure 3
below. This consensus transcription is used for other tasks in the group project, such as creating a
list of phonological generalizations for the speaker of this sample, coming up with theoretical at-
tributions for those generalizations, and developing an intervention plan to remedy some of the
speech behaviors.
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Figure 3. IPA transcription for the NNS speech sample

3. The software tools. This online course utilizes different technological tools, which include
the Standard Blackboard tools (like the discussion board, the wiki, and group designations). We
train students in the use of specialized high-quality microphones for field recording on their
smartphones, and everyone learns to use speech analysis software like Praat (Boersma & Ween-
ink, 2021). Everyone must use the Unicode font SIL Doulos to make sure all phonetic symbols
render correctly. The class also uses the speech accent archive for the main database. An online
transcription tutorial based upon data from the archive is also assigned to students for phonetic
transcription practice.

4. Post-course analyses and results. We checked the effectiveness of this online course by
comparing the end-of-term standardized student ratings to our traditional phonetics course, and
we found very similar results. We also compared students’ feedback between traditional and
online learning environments. The mean results from a standardized course evaluation here in
Figure 4 show that there is no difference between these learning environments. This suggests
that that the outcomes were unaffected by delivery method.
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Figure 4. Differences between face-to-face and online courses (0-5 scale)

We also compared students’ online interaction to check whether the online environment pro-
vided an opportunity for learners to interact with each other. We compared students’ interaction,
which is the number of messages they posted on the discussion board when they discussed the
NNS project’s tasks with those from the weekly discussion prompts (see Figure 5). The average



number of messages per a student was higher when students worked on the project’s tasks show-
ing an on-going conversation on the task’s completion. When we compared students’
engagement, which is the number of words each student posted on the discussion board, the re-
sults were different. Students wrote longer messages when they answered the weekly discussion
prompts than they did on the project’s tasks. This shows that the task-oriented project assignment
requires shorter messages but more frequent participation. While harder to measure, the overall
quality of these discussions was consistently high.
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Figure 5. Project vs. general discussion differences

We also collected the qualitative student comments. Below we show some of the typical re-
sponses that students shared with us:

‘What aspects of the course and the way it was taught helped you to learn?

“I really loved the group transcriptions - collaborating seems to be a really great way to learn to transcribe
speech. I usually hate group work, but in this case I learned so much from collaboratively transcribing. I could-
n't have done this class without collaborative work. The instructor replied to our emails and posts in "ask my
| professor” forum in a very short time. That was great”

“The books were great! The modules were decent at best.”

“The instructor provided grades quickly after assignments were delivered by students. Feedback was generally
helpful.”

“The instructor responded quickly to questions and requests for information.”

“The instructor was helpful and accessible.”

‘What modification do you suggest for the next time the course is taught?

“I feel like the pedagogy text was less than helpful, but my main interest isn't teaching. It would be great if the
|focus wasn't just on teaching, but I understand that a lot of students doing this class are doing the TESL. That is|
my only issue, and I know it is a personal one”

“I felt like this course involved too much on transcribing NNS speech. It might help to let students know up firon
that transcription is not something most people master in a week or two. The schedule for when we needed to
work on the presentation slides and when the presentation would be held were unclear until very late in the se-
mester. These should be clarified much sooner. Quizzes are very difficult and time consuming--they should at
least be labeled 'exams’ I felt like they required me to dig through course materials for details and sometimes
obscure information. I often felt quite frustrated by the transcriptions, quizzes, and assignments trying to figure
them out.”

Figure 6. Student written feedback about the course

5. Final remarks. In summary, we believe that the structure of our online class and the NNS
project have provided three types of interaction that are important for the effective engagement
of the students. Namely, we provided: (1) the learner-content interaction through pre-recorded
lectures, assigned reading, and assignments; (2) learner-instructor interaction through written
feedback, the “ask professor forum”, and real-time office hours; and finally (3) learner- learner
interaction through collaboration on the NNS project, group presentations, and guided discussion
board interactions.



The course peripherally addresses a subset of JEDI issues. Because of the nature of the
online class, it welcomes and attracts a diverse population of students, particularly students
whose native language is not English. Moreover, the semester project, while privileging native
speech, does not overtly choose any one variety of native English pronunciation as the “best”
one. As linguists, we try to instill the notion that every variety of language has value.

We believe that our design of an asynchronous course is sustainable and scalable, and the
teaching and learning principles can be generalized to other linguistics courses. Although this
course was not initially designed as a response to the changes implemented by our institution due
to COVID-19, it proves to have an effective design in such circumstances, and many of the
course aspects were actually adopted by other faculty in our program.
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