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Introduction 

Defined as “a series of electronically based platforms and tools” (Blake, 2013, p. 15), 

technology takes the form of videos, blogs, Wikipedia, podcasts, and so on.  The “Four Legged 

Friends” unit combines storytelling, one of the oldest forms of teaching, with audio, video, social 

media, and language learning websites.  The main goals of this learning unit are to (a) provide 

students with access to authentic target language (L2) input; (b) incorporate technology to 

increase motivation and class participation, (c) assist students to become autonomous learners; 

and (d) raise awareness about the role pets play in our lives.  “Four Legged Friends” was 

designed for my teaching context: English as a second language (ESL) academic preparation 

course with Dorset College, Vancouver, British Columbia.  The underlying second language 

acquisition (SLA) concepts that guided me in creating the learning materials were: (1) 

communicative language teaching (CLT); (2) task-based language teaching (TBLT); (3) 

collaborative writing (CW); (4) digital storytelling (DST); and (5) peer feedback (PF).  

In the following sections, I will present the rationale for this unit, the learning context, 

and objectives.  Next, I will describe the theoretical framework, the module (teaching tools and 

learning activities), and the assessment plan (evaluation of learners and unit effectiveness). 

Rationale 

Web-based activities (e.g., reading, writing, communicating, shopping online, and so on) 

have become part of our daily life, which, in turn, impacted the way languages are taught and 

learned.  Recognizing the potential that the World Wide Web has to offer, Blake (2013) observes 

that it allows all users to express their voices, promote their self-images, and legitimize their 

goals, which creates a sense of authenticity, and provides endless topics for discussion in any 

ESL teaching context.  Therefore, language instructors need “to become acquainted with the 
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potential advantages of using technology in their programs” (2013a, p. 4).  On the other hand, 

Robin (2008) warns that integrating technology is “much more than putting a piece of 

technology into a classroom” (p. 221); it is a means rather than an end.  Consequently, “one must 

be careful that the medium does not dominate the message” (McLuhan, 1964 as cited in Blake, 

2013, p. 10).  Teachers have used videos as a teaching resource since the 1970; hence, one might 

argue that they have nothing new to offer.  On the contrary, it is the way language teachers 

incorporate videos into the school syllabi that makes this technology tool new and authentic. 

In my teaching context, I was interested in learning how my students could benefit from 

turning a pen-and-paper lesson into a multi-media lesson.  Research has shown (Bloom, 1965) 

that watching and listening allows learners to transform abstract to concrete language, and access 

information through their rational and emotional filters.  This enhances lower and higher order 

thinking skills, from remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, to creating.  

Along with other theme-based units (e.g., family, school/work, hobbies and interests, health), 

“Animals” is one of the general topics of interest that the course at Dorset College addresses. 

Thus, I decided to develop the already existing, rather outdated, learning material into a more 

meaningful and engaging one by incorporating technology.   

Learning Context 

Established in 1981, Dorset College is a private international college in Vancouver, 

British Columbia, which hosts students from all over the world.  In my capacity as an ESL 

instructor, I teach an entry level Academic Preparation course to students at the low intermediate 

level.  Most of the students take this course as a prerequisite for public high school and/or 

college admission.  Upon completion of this course, students enroll in the English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP) classes, which represent the next level in the ESL curriculum at Dorset College.   
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The program that I am teaching runs for 14 weeks, Monday to Friday, with 30 hours per 

week.  The curriculum is divided into units that are assessed through weekly tests, as well as a 

midterm and a final exam.  The midterm exam is normally written in week 7 of the semester, and 

the final exam in week 14.  My students (aged between 15 and 25 years) come from different 

countries, such as China, Korea, Taiwan, and Algeria.   

I teach listening and speaking skills in the morning, and reading and writing skills in the 

afternoon.  The listening and speaking component involves students in focused discussions to 

increase fluency.  They are exposed to CDs, videos, and podcasts to improve comprehension of 

spoken and formal English.  The reading and writing component aims to assist learners in 

acquiring the language skills necessary for real-life situations.   

Learning Outcomes  

Students will: 

• increase vocabulary through in and out of class tasks and activities; 

• identify and use simple past structures; 

• write individually and collaboratively; 

• compare and contrast information on a given topic; 

• generate and organize ideas in writing and speaking; 

• construct clear topic sentences for narrative paragraphs; 

• note main ideas from authentic listening sources; 

• initiate and maintain conversation; 
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• express ideas and opinions freely within predictable contexts in English; 

• create and present a digital narrative (see Appendix A for an outline of the process). 

Theoretical Framework  

Next, I will present the concepts underlying this unit: (1) communicative language 

teaching (CLT); (2) task-based language teaching (TBLT); (3) collaborative writing (CW); (4) 

digital storytelling (DST); and (5) peer feedback (PF).  

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

Students need to learn how to speak the target language, but also how to function 

successfully in real-life situations, and interact with native and non-native speakers naturally.  To 

attain this level of competency, knowledge of vocabulary and grammar alone is not enough; 

students need the ability to “successfully combine a knowledge of linguistic, sociolinguistic, and 

discourse rules in communicative interactions” (Savignon, 1987, p. 235).  My learning unit was 

developed around this idea; hence, I incorporated authentic learning tasks to assist students to 

develop language and communication skills.  

Task-based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

  This concept is closely related to CLT, since it places communicative language teaching 

at the heart of the syllabus design and instructional goals (Lai & Li, 2011, p. 498).  The intent of 

“Four Legged Friends” is to introduce a topic that is relevant to my students, and allows for 

authentic learning tasks.  Providing information gap activities, allowing students to rely on their 

own (linguistic and non-linguistic) resources, and employing the target language to create digital 

narratives, my unit aligns with TBLT. 
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Collaborative Writing (CW) 

Collaborative writing turns the solitary act of writing, oftentimes disliked by students, 

into a social activity that involves knowledge construction with team members (Kessler et. al, 

2012, p. 92).  To turn the writing process into a fun and engaging one, “Four Legged Friends” 

incorporates written synchronous and asynchronous peer feedback, which allows students to 

revisit their written material, correct it, make changes, and, become more engaged with the 

writing process in general.  In my unit, I have incorporated both individual and collaborative 

writing tasks, with more emphasis on the latter.  Research has shown that collaborative writing is 

more successful when the writers share “common habits of mind,” and when contributors hold 

less “author-centric perspectives of textual ownership” (Hunter, 2011, p. 40, as cited in Kessler 

et. al, 2012, p. 92).  Therefore, I have allowed my students to form their own writing groups. 

Digital Storytelling (DST) 

Using “personal digital technology to combine a number of media into a coherent 

narration” (Ohler, 2013, p. 16, as cited in Bui, 2015, p. 455) makes digital storytelling 

particularly relevant to my teaching context, as it addresses the students’ need to use the target 

language to express themselves in a way that is both vivid and easy to understand.  The seven 

elements of digital storytelling (i.e., point of view, dramatic question, emotional content, the gift 

of the teller’s voice, the power of the soundtrack, economy, and pacing), as identified by Bui 

(2015, p. 223), allow the language instructor to adapt it to different topics and language levels.   

The convergence of digital storytelling in SLA makes it a highly effective and engaging 

educational tool (see Appendix B).  As such, digital storytelling engages students in media 

literacy, which helps them learn about how the media influence our perceptions of the world 

(Ohler, 2006, p. 46).  Creating a digital narrative taps into skills and talents, such as art, media 
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production, storytelling, and project development, which may otherwise not be used by learners 

(Ohler, 2006, p. 47); at the same time, it sharpens their’ critical thinking, research, and writing 

skills, and helps them “develop their own voices and become heroes of their own learning 

stories” (p. 47).  

Peer Feedback (PF) 

 In the past, I have noticed that most students tend to feel more stressed when they provide 

peer feedback face-to-face, and that some of them are more comfortable and confident 

expressing their opinions in writing rather than speaking.  Having used peer feedback at the 

postgraduate level, I can attest (from personal experience as a student) to the many advantages 

that this type of feedback entails.  It (a) contributes to building a strong sense of belonging to a 

group; (b) helps develop a productive relationship with the other team members; (c) is less 

threatening than teacher feedback; (d) stimulates students to pay attention to aspects of language 

and content that may otherwise go unnoticed; (e) promotes learning from each other; and (f) 

requires students to use their praise and critical thinking skills.  All these elements tap into the 

students’ target language and cultural knowledge, thus making peer feedback a valid L2 learning 

tool, whose advantages outweigh its inherent disadvantages.  

Module Description  

When designing this unit, I considered the (a) students’ level (low intermediate); (b) topic 

(pets); (c) skills (listening, reading, speaking, and writing); (d) task-based activities (e.g., watch a 

film and discuss it, create a digital narrative, visit a local public place and write about the 

experience, engage in social media communication, participate in for and against debates, reflect 

on personal learning experience, conduct a survey and discuss findings); (e) technology 

platforms (e.g., videos, podcasts, short films, websites, blogs); (f) learner assessment (e.g., peer 
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and teacher feedback, formative and summative assessment); and (g) course evaluation (e.g., 

self-reflection, critical friend’s insight, observation of students’ collaboration, and students’ 

evaluation of the unit). 

Technology Tools  

The students will use the computer lab, equipped with computers connected to the 

Internet, headphones, printers, overhead projector, and a TV.  The following technology apps 

and platforms will be used: Word (2016), Google docs, http://vimeo.com, www.googlefight.com, 

http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/, www.tricider.com, 

http://www.makebeliefscomix.com/, https://screencast-o-matic.com/, https://spark.adobe.com, 

and https://www.weebly.com.  I have created my own website (http://laurabrass.weebly.com/) 

for two main reasons: first, to organize my teaching material, and second, to provide easy 

synchronous and asynchronous access to the unit assignments, hoping that, in the near future, I 

will teach my students how to design their own website.  

Learning Activities  

 This unit incorporates the following learning tasks and activities: 

• collaboratively write prediction stories to a short film; 

• provide written feedback to peers’ prediction stories; 

• read manipulated text for new vocabulary and comprehension questions; 

• use new vocabulary to create newsletters/infographics, online crossword puzzles, and comic 

strips; 

• listen to a no-words digital story and write the script; 

http://vimeo.com/
http://www.googlefight.com/
http://puzzlemaker.discoveryeducation.com/
http://www.tricider.com/
http://www.makebeliefscomix.com/
https://screencast-o-matic.com/
https://spark.adobe.com/
https://www.weebly.com/
http://laurabrass.weebly.com/
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• record sounds for peers to re-create the pictureless story using the unit’s grammar point (i.e., 

simple past); 

• watch two digital stories and answer “right there,” “think and search,” and “on my own” 

questions; 

• use social media to express for and against arguments on a given topic; 

• complete a “Know- Wonder- Learn” (KWL) chart (see Appendix C); 

• conduct out of class survey on a given topic; 

• find and evaluate online information about endangered species; 

• collaboratively write digital stories and provide written peer feedback; 

• reflect on language learning experience via Letter to a Future Friend, or Journal Entry. 

Assessment Plan  

Learner Assessment  

 The requirements and evaluation for the reading and writing component are structured as 

follows: class participation (15%), quizzes and tests (25%), assignments (25%), midterm exam 

(15%), and final exam (20%).  The requirements and evaluation of the listening and speaking 

section are: presentations and speaking assessments (20%), listening quizzes (20%), midterm 

exam (20%), final exam (30%), and classroom participation (10%).  Instructors provide feedback 

and assign 20% of a student’s grade to work done prior to the end of week 4, which allows 

students to withdraw from the course, if they do not meet the required criteria.  Students receive 

oral and written feedback from the teacher and peers throughout each unit.  The following 

formats will be used to assess the students: open-ended questions (Taffy Raphael’s (2005) “right 
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there,” “think and search,” and “on my own” questions); Microsoft Word (“review functions,” 

such as “new comment” and “track changes”), Google docs (via Google drive); Assessment 

Criteria Rubrics (see Appendices D and E), and Letter to a Future Student, or Journal Entry. 

Evaluation of Unit Effectiveness 

Evaluating the effectiveness of the “Four Legged Friends” involves self-evaluation, 

which will be documented through self-reflections and entries in the teacher’s research journal, 

together with insights from a critical friend, my husband.  Gaining insight from another person 

will contribute to the validity and objectivity of this unit, and highlight its strengths and 

weaknesses, which will be taken into consideration for further improvement, should I decide to 

use this teaching material again in the future.  Students’ letters to a future student, or journal 

entries, in which they reflect on their learning experiences will be a reliable tool in assessing the 

effectiveness of this unit.  In addition, their completion of the class assignments, together with 

their participation and collaboration will be closely observed to determine the degree to which 

“Four Legged Friends” achieves the learning outcomes.  The students’ performance in the final 

exam (scheduled for December 20, 2016), which evaluates aspects of language and skills learned 

in this unit, will also constitute a valid indicator of the unit effectiveness.  As such, if 80% of the 

students pass the final exam, this unit will be considered effective. 
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Appendix A 

Digital Storytelling Outline  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A description of tasks and assessment involved in DST (inspired from Robin & 

Pierson, 2005; Thang et al., 2014, p. 314). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 2: Description of 

a Digital Story 

Students choose a title for their 

digital story and explain reasons 

for their choice via technology 

apps (e.g., Word, Google docs). 

 

Introduce students to the digital 

storytelling project (e.g., two digital 

narratives by a man and a woman 

talking about their pets). 

In groups, students submit a short 

description of their digital story via 

Word and Google docs. 

Using Google and Word, 

students comment on each 

others’ digital story (e.g., peer 

feedback), with the teacher as a 

moderator. 

 

Students upload their reflections (in 

Word or Google docs) so that both 

peers and teacher can comment. 

 

Students submit a reflection of 

their learning experience (e.g., 

Letter to a Future Student, or 

Journal Entry), uploaded on 

https://www.weebly.com. 

 

Students are assessed on their 

digital stories and presentation 

skills (see Appendix: 

Assessment Rubrics). 

Students present their digital stories 

(using http://screencast-o-matic.com 

or https://spark.adobe.com). Follow 

up Q&A section.   

Stage 1: Introduction 

Stage 3: Digital Story 

Experiences 

Stage 4: Digital 

Presentations 

https://www.weebly.com/
http://screencast-o-matic.com/
https://spark.adobe.com/
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Appendix B 

 

 

 

The convergence of digital storytelling in education (Robin, 2008, p. 223) 
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Appendix C 

 KWL Chart 
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Appendix D 

 Writing Assessment Criteria  

 

Criteria Fails to Meet 

Requirements  

(C+ or lower) 

Meets Requirements 

(B- to B+) 

Meets All and Exceeds 

Some Requirements  

(A- to A+) 

 

Accuracy Uses basic grammar 

structures. 

Makes a lot of grammar 

mistakes which affect 

the meaning. 

Uses simple grammar 

structures. 

Makes some grammar 

mistakes, meaning can 

still be understood. 

Uses a wide range of 

grammar structures. 

Makes very few to no 

grammar mistakes 

which do not affect the 

meaning. 

 

Vocabulary 

 

Uses a narrow range of 

vocabulary. 

A lot of repetition of 

lexis. 

Uses a limited range 

of vocabulary. 

Occasional repetition 

of lexis. 

Uses a wide range of 

vocabulary.  

Occasional 

inappropriate use of 

less frequently used 

lexis. 

Organization 

 

 

 

Ideas and arguments are 

poorly organized. 

Uses very few to no 

basic linking devices. 

Ideas and arguments 

are adequately 

organized. 

Uses a limited number 

of simple linking 

devices. 

Ideas and arguments are 

effectively organized. 

Uses a variety of 

linking devices. 

Peer feedback 

 

 

Shows little to no 

incorporation of peer 

feedback. 

Shows some 

incorporation of peer 

feedback. 

Clearly shows 

incorporation of peer 

feedback. 

Task 

completion 

Fails to complete the 

task. 

Content is irrelevant to 

the task. 

Reader is little to not 

informed. 

Somewhat completes 

the task. 

Minor content 

irrelevances to the 

task. 

Reader is somewhat 

informed. 

Successfully completes 

the task. 

All content is relevant 

to the task.  

Reader is fully 

informed. 

 

Overall 

impression 

Poor Satisfactory Excellent 
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Appendix E 

 Speaking Assessment Criteria  

 

Criteria Fails to Meet 

Requirements  

(C+ or lower) 

Meets Requirements 

(B- to B+) 

Meets All and Exceeds 

Some Requirements  

(A- to A+) 

 

Accuracy Relies on memorized 

structures. 

Makes numerous 

grammar mistakes 

which affect the 

meaning. 

 

Uses simple grammar 

structures. 

Makes some grammar 

mistakes, meaning can 

still be understood. 

Uses simple and 

complex grammar 

structures. 

Makes very few to no 

grammar mistakes 

which do not affect 

communication. 

 

Vocabulary 

 

Uses simple vocabulary 

to convey meaning. 

Makes frequent errors 

in word choice. 

 

Uses vocabulary with 

limited flexibility, 

with some 

inappropriate word 

choices. 

Uses a wide range of 

appropriate vocabulary, 

and idiomatic 

expressions. 

 

 

Fluency 

 

 

Speaks with long 

pauses. Makes frequent 

repetition and little to 

no self-correction. 

Usually maintains 

flow of speech, with 

some repetition and 

self-correction.  

Speaks fluently with 

rare repetition and self-

correction. 

 

Pronunciation   

 

Speech is often 

impossible to 

understand. 

Speech is generally 

understood. 

Mispronunciation 

reduces clarity at 

times. 

Speech is effortlessly 

understood, with only 

occasional 

mispronunciation. 

Task 

completion 

Fails to complete the 

task. 

Content is irrelevant to 

the task. 

 

Somewhat completes 

the task. 

Minor content 

irrelevances to the 

task. 

 

Successfully completes 

the task. 

All content is relevant 

to the task.  

Overall 

impression 

Poor Satisfactory Excellent 

 

 

 

 


