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Abstract: Teaching and learning a foreign language at a distance implies many 
challenges, namely regarding oral skills. At Universidade Aberta (the Portuguese 
Open University), and taking into account its virtual pedagogical model (Pereira, 
2007) and the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Alves, 
2001), we suggest curricular paths which include online communicative practices, 
both oral and written, within the present pedagogical offer, following a student-
centred, task-oriented approach. Thus, in this text, we share some examples of 
training activities in German, French and English, focusing on oral practice, and 
based on digital resources. These digital resources comprise multimedia materials, 
either produced by the teachers or the students, as well as other materials available on 
the web 2.0. Our teaching and research practice within the field of foreign languages 
and in e-learning, in particular, leads us to conclude that the multimedia resources 
used are suitable for the online teaching and learning of foreign languages (see third 
question of questionnaire), especially for professionally engaged adults, as is the case 
with Universidade Aberta’s students, providing them with real-life situations that 
foster the teaching-learning of languages in the virtual environment. We include 
responses to a questionnaire survey filled out by a group of students.
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I.  Introduction

Universidade Aberta (UAb), a pioneering institution in distance higher 
education in Portugal, has significantly contributed to the training of adults at 
higher level for a decade, and has been the first and only (state) university in 
Portugal teaching all of its courses (under-graduate, post-graduate, and life-
long learning) in the e-learning system, using a unique Virtual Pedagogical 
Model (Pereira et al., 2007). UAb has made a strong commitment to 
innovation and to the quality of its educational offer, including foreign 
languages, to respond to the multiple challenges we currently face. Among 
these challenges, first and foremost is the conciliation of the demands of 
online foreign language teaching/learning with a specific virtual pedagogical 
model (Pereira et al., 2007) within the current context of e-learning. We must 
reflecting on how to teach foreign languages – English, German and French 
– following a student-centred model; on how to teach oral skills in distance-
teaching mode. In this article, we shall try to answer these questions resorting 
to our experience as teachers of foreign languages and as researchers in the 
fields of foreign language education, distance education, and e-learning.

II.  Background

One of the many concepts and challenges that the digital environment/
technology poses to pedagogy is the complexity of monitoring learning in the 
digital age.

Bringing together teaching/learning and digital technologies challenges 
us to rethink both terms, firstly, because affects the teaching of foreign 
languages in online mode and, secondly, because the terms “e-learning 
teaching/learning” and “digital” imply a contemporary understanding of both 
terms and this is transforming education today.

Moreover, the two terms are polysemic. For example, learning can be 
synonymous with mediation, and may refer to a very special mediation, 
defined in the field of educational sciences as a practice that is always 
connected to student autonomy (Boutinet, 2003), centred on the individual, 
and accompanied by social issues (Paul, 2004).

However, the fact that we speak of “teaching / learning” is an indicator 
of the shift from the classical model of education, centred on the transmission 
of knowledge, to a type of teaching / learning carried out by the students 
themselves’, in gradual and varied ways (guidance, tutorials, etc.). We 
therefore observe a change in the educational paradigm, as well as a diversity 
and plurality of teacher and student practices.
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To include digital technologies in teaching / learning does not simply 
imply integrating digital resources in the existing education system, but 
means contributing to the transformation of the education paradigm.

The polysemic character of teaching/learning foreign languages with 
multimedia technology within the distance-learning network corresponds to 
a proliferation in the use of digital resources. We would like to hereby dwell 
on some aspects (Barbot and Jacquinot-Delaunay, 2008: 159-163):

• � a synchronous illustrative use by the teacher, through access to a server 
(the same space, same time, same activity for all)

• � a complementary, previously-defined, synchronous use (same space, 
different pace, same activities)

• � a previously-defined, asynchronous use (same space, different pace, 
equal activities)

Thus, the use of digital resources in teaching-learning shows a certain 
gradation in the transformation of training activities (Barbot & Jacquinot-
Delaunay, 2008: 167):

• � Digital “educational” resource: as an illustration of an activity - 
learning support;

• � The autonomy given to the student, from the choice of space or time to 
the type of activity.

However, underlying the issue of being able to learn is the question of 
resource accessibility. The issue of being able to learn is linked to the issue 
of knowing how to learn. It is not necessarily because a training activity 
linked to a digital resource is available that learning will ensue. This implies 
the need to provide technological guides and tutorials to understand the 
activity, do the task, and ensure effective access to other knowledge 
construction methods.

III.  The Universidade Aberta model

Universidade Aberta has been dedicated to higher distance education 
since it was founded in 1988. In the national context, it remains a pioneer 
institution, as it is the first and only (state) university in Portugal, whose 
entirety of courses are taught entirely online, through Moodle, an online 
platform for distance learning, which has constantly been subject to specific 
updates by a Universidade Aberta team of specialists.
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With the implementation of Universidade Aberta’s Virtual Teaching 
Model for the university of the future, in 2007, the teaching and learning of 
foreign languages started to envisage aspects that traditional distance 
teaching did not fully explore. Conceptually, that model embodies four main 
principles, as described below (Pereira et al., 2007):

1. � The principle of student-centred learning, where the student plays an 
active role in the construction of knowledge.

2. � The principle of digital inclusion, which favours strategies of digital 
literacy skills, therefore providing access to modern means of 
communication and networking.

3. � The principle of flexibility, which advocates a personal and individual 
management of the learning process, both in terms of time and of space.

4. � The principle of interaction, whereby different types of interaction are 
present, particularly the written one, but always asynchronous, all 
potentiating collaboration.

The interaction is of great importance as it guides, in part, the curricular 
design of existing courses.

To be more specific, each course of the 1st cycle degree course is based 
on teaching-learning paths generally composed of a set of training activities, 
followed by evaluation activities. There are, therefore, various moments of 
learning complemented by different types of interaction (e.g. between the 
student and the learning content; student to student; professor to student).
These interactions take place in different learning forums with complementary 
features and purposes. That is, in the virtual classroom there are spaces 
provided for students to interact with their classmates – student-moderated 
forums - and spaces where the student/s interacts/interact with the teacher – 
teacher-moderated forums.

This is thus, primarily, an asynchronous pedagogical model, which 
values ​​the availability of the learner, and as such, is perfectly suited to the 
typical profile of the student of Universidade Aberta: adult students who 
resume their studies at a higher level and that, having a full personal and 
professional life, need to access contents and learning activities without 
spatiotemporal constraints.

IV.  Student-centered learning and digital inclusion

Autonomy is a complex concept and is open to various interpretations 
(Bailly, 2010; Chateau & Bailly, 2013). For Holec (1990), autonomy is 
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defined as an active practice, the responsibility of which belongs to the 
student; it is necessary to develop the ability to learn to be able to make all 
the decisions inherent in learning a language. For Little (2000), autonomy 
implies the intervention of metacognition; it involves detachment, 
independent action, and reflexivity. Rivens Mompean (2012) speaks of 
linguistic and learning autonomy. Linguistic autonomy affects the autonomy 
of learning, and contributes to overall autonomy.

As far as we are concerned, all these definitions are valid because we 
consider autonomy as a multifaceted set, both as regards individual 
responsibility, and the learning environment where it takes place. Whichever 
the definition chosen, autonomy is not innate (Holec, 1990), but is the result 
of a process (Portine, 1998).

In this teaching methodology, the student / learner is the social actor and 
the primary agent of his / her learning and the virtual classroom is the social 
space for learning and interacting.

Therefore, a legitimate question arises: how is this virtual model 
implemented in the teaching-learning of foreign languages online?

V.  Teaching–learning foreign languages online

With the implementation of the new virtual pedagogical model, teaching 
and learning foreign languages ​​at the Universidade Aberta began to envisage 
other aspects that traditional distance teaching had not totally explored, 
namely orality – oral comprehension and production. Traditional distance 
teaching, allow written and oral comprehension (cassettes) and written 
production; virtual teaching introduces oral production and written and oral 
interaction. Thus, with current ICT, one of our mottos, which consists of 
teaching-learning “anywhere in the world”, has taken on a new dimension.

We have, therefore, been designing, analyzing and testing new strategies, 
such as, for example, training and evaluation activities (Pereira et al., 2007), to 
systematically and continuously develop competencies of oral comprehension 
and production, over each semester, in the German, French and English 
languages. These are the objectives and the focus of research in the current 
project “@ L2L - Open Language Teaching and Learning” and, there were in 
the previous project “Teaching/Learning Foreign Languages online”, both 
coordinated by Professor Ana Nobre, underway at Universidade Aberta’s 
Distance and E-Learning Education Laboratory and Research Centre (LE @ D).

These foreign languages are ​​included in the curriculum of formal 1st 
cycle courses on offer in our institution, as well as in Lifelong-Learning 
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courses. The following foreign languages, from level I to level VI, are 
included in the syllabus of the Degree Programs in Línguas, Literaturas e 
Culturas – Variante de Línguas Estrangeiras, Línguas Aplicadas, Estudos 
Europeus, Humanidades and História: German, Spanish, French and 
English. In the first semester the odd levels (I, III, V) are given and, in the 
second semester, the even levels (II, IV, VI). They are taught in accordance 
with the competencies set out in the Council of Europe’s (2011) Common 
European Framework of Reference for Foreign Languages ​​(CEFR), which 
are divided into six levels (see Table 1).

Table 1

Correspondence between the foreign language level on offer at UAb  
and the guidelines of CEFR

UAb Curricular Unit CEFR Level

Foreign language I and II Level A2 / B1

Foreign language III and IV Level B2

Foreign language V and VI Level C1

Among the results of the first project “Teaching / Learning Foreign 
Languages online” and in addition to the adaptation of the principles of the new 
virtual pedagogical model and the CEFR to the teaching/learning of languages, 
we integrated multimedia technologies appropriate to this context.

One of the main difficulties in adding multimedia technologies to the 
teaching / learning process comes from an inextricable number of educational 
issues and the unavoidable technical considerations that accompany them. 
Adherence to a tool (Moodle and other online tools) necessarily involves the 
acquisition of some technical skills and its use should involve a theoretical 
model. Any perspective of educational innovation cannot be considered 
without the knowledge of the technology options we adopt. There are as 
many ways to integrate technology into a foreign language virtual classroom 
as there are users / students. Technologies, in their flexibility, have the 
versatility of all inventions. When adding to the range of “products” already 
existing in teaching, we must decide upon their pedagogical relevance: just 
as the action-oriented approach does not replace the communicative approach 
in teaching foreign languages, the introduction of multimedia technologies is 
not a substitute for other tools, but makes teaching / learning more central 
and efficient.
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In view of these considerations, we would like to outline the following 
principles and purposes involved in this teaching:

1. � To enable the teaching: learning is promoted when students put into 
practice their new knowledge, based on their previous experiences.

2. � To demonstrate skills: learning is promoted when students observe 
the competencies they will learn.

3. � To apply competencies: learning is promoted when students apply 
their competencies (including those newly acquired) to the solving of 
problems.

4. � To integrate competencies in real-world activities: learning is promoted 
when students reflect upon and use their acquired competencies.

V.1.  Enabling experiencing and demonstrating skills

Over the past decade, one of the essential branches of the research 
activities carried out within the language projects at Universidade Aberta has 
been the introduction of digital activities that promote student autonomy and 
their accessibility from any multimedia device. We can summarize the 
features of task-based teaching as follows:

• � A collective dimension: the student is also a social actor.

• � Realistic or “real-life” situations (imaginary situations or make-believe 
situations are almost non-existent).

•  Immediate and collective decision-making.

• � The assessment is not only carried out on the criteria (linguistic, 
pragmatic, and sociocultural) involved in the transmission of 
information, but also on the accomplishment of the task itself.

The usefulness of technology to support teaching/learning has been 
demonstrated (Chapelle, 2006), although, of course, there is no automatic 
link between ICT and pedagogical practices (Debaisieux & Boulton, 
2006).

As we are not willing to burden our students with additional financial 
costs, we promote the use of free digital tools as much as possible (Nobre & 
Cardoso, 2015). An example of this strategy is the use of podcasts and 
showcasts.
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Podcasts are short digital audio files, easy to produce and available 
online, which can be listened to and downloaded to devices, such as computers 
or mp3 players, among others (Moura, 2006).

With regard to showcasts, we must start by observing that this term has 
emerged during our search for solutions to implement oral production, and to 
minimise the spatio-temporal distance between teachers and students; they 
are not vodcasts or screencasts. A showcast still differs from enhanced 
podcasts, which also combine audio and image, because a showcast 
specifically designates a PowerPoint document for teaching purposes that 
integrates text, image and audio/video.

Anticipating the advantages in the use of digital technologies in different 
contexts and levels of education, particularly in foreign language distance 
and e-learning education at higher level, and prior to dwelling on their 
representative excerpts, we would like to mention that we provided tutorials 
with instructions and examples, in the foreign language curricular units 
(CUs) on offer at UAb, in order to foster independent learning by the 
students. Given the heterogeneous profile of our students, these tutorials 
(figure 1) also ensure that even those who are less familiar with Web 2.0 tools 
perform the tasks requested in the target language, since this is the object of 
teaching and learning (and not the acquisition of skills in digital technologies).

Figure 1

Tutorial (sound recording)
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Throughout the semester, students engage in multiple asynchronous 
activities to practise orality (speaking and listening skills) by following this 
tutorial, or by producing these activities using other technological tools.

V.2.  �Applying competencies and integrating competencies in real-world 
activities

Although the specifics and challenges of online foreign language teaching 
are multiple, in this article, we give particular attention to those referring to oral 
comprehension and expression, in the context of UAb’s educational offer. In 
this case, the learning activities and interactions (between students, between 
students and teachers, and between students and content), and part of the 
continuous assessment (which corresponds to 40% of the final mark) are carried 
out through the Moodle platform, which, due to its versatility, has become 
widely used in Portugal and other countries, at different levels of education.

The Moodle platform in use at UAb is customized and supplemented 
either by current and universal computer tools (such as Word and PowerPoint, 
or their open-source equivalent) or by other more specific ones (for example, 
Windows Sound Recorder or Audacity - the latter rather more complete) to 
record audio files. In specific synchronous communication situations (audio 
and video) Colibri is used, as it is directly integrated into the Moodle 
platform itself, or alternatively, the popular Skype, with the obvious drawback 
that it requires the opening of an account prior to use. The video resource has 
also been used to meet the interests and expectations of our students, who are 
all adults. Thus, by way of illustration, we shall highlight some of the 
multimedia resources, the use of which has been encouraged to carry out 
training and assessment activities during the academic year, and we shall as 
well mention the main didactic principles underlying them:

• � Vodcasting: Learning through a new kind of cinema, a new relationship 
with knowledge.

• � YouTube: A source of current and open learning.

• � Still images or animation sequences: Learning with a more realistic 
dimension.

• � Free digital tools, podcasts, videocasts and showcasts (Cardoso et al., 
2013): Learning that encourages the active student to participate in his/
her own knowledge construction.

Now, we focus on specific tasks in each of the three languages.
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V.2.1.  German language curricular units

The first A1 level German course for complete beginners was established 
in the academic year of 2017/2018 (previously the course was taught at B1 
level), and started to address students without previous knowledge of 
German. Teaching German at initiation level in a virtual environment has 
posed a number of challenges, at various levels, for both teachers and 
students. The initial stage of the course was designed, on the one hand, to 
familiarize the student with the German pronunciation and prosody and, on 
the other hand, to teach vocabulary and basic day-to-day structures, eg. 
introduce oneself, greet others, etc. To this end, mainly podcasts and 
showcasts (figure 2) were made available, containing small tasks for the 
students to apply the new structures and record short podcasts.

Figure 2

Podcast activity screenshot - German I

As for the preliminary activities with a focus on phonetics, particular 
podcasts were introduced to train the students to pronounce sounds that 
usually pose difficulties to Portuguese native speakers, eg. the pronunciation 
of <s> in the final position of the syllable or word, the pronunciation of <h> 
in the initial position, of <ch> in the final position, and the distinction 
between long and short vowels (figure 3). Students could listen to podcasts 
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repeatedly, and then record their voices in podcast format. They received 
individual written, as well as MP4 recorded feedback.

Figure 3

Screenshot of Podcast activity focusing on phonetics - German I

It is through the development of systematic exercises that most technology 
users realise the merits of these tools. In fact, the offer of formal exercises 
(one can find a grammatical exercise in minutes), as well as the infinite 
number of activities and free software available on the Internet, allow for the 
selection of the occurrences useful for the accomplishment of a task.

After this initial phase without a book, Optimal A1 was adopted. Given 
the fact that we were dealing with beginner-level undergraduate students, 
and that there was no German-Portuguese glossary, it was necessary to 
address this situation. We decided to prepare a weekly study guide that 
included a glossary (the glossary tool in Moodle) with all the new vocabulary, 
with its translation into Portuguese, as well as the spoken version of the 
vocabulary. To this end, audio files were integrated into the glossary to allow 
the students to practise the correct pronunciation of words. These audios with 
the vocabulary and other audios with the structures of the new forms were 
also made available separately, in order to be listened to by students, using 
mobile phones, mp4s or tablets.

To make self-study possible with the adopted book, it was also necessary 
to devise a study plan for students to follow, making the link between the 
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adopted manual, the book of exercises, and the training activities available 
on each topic. Initially, it was necessary to translate the instructions of the 
exercises into Portuguese, and to include grammatical explanations in 
Portuguese.

A series of YouTube videos were provided to train and consolidate the 
vocabulary and the new structures, as well as the pronunciation.

When learning a foreign language, feedback from the teacher plays an 
important role for the students, not only so they can assess their oral and 
written production in the language, but also so they can evaluate their own 
progress and the adequacy of the learning strategies they adopted, and of 
course, to enhance their motivation. In a distance learning virtual environment, 
this feedback from the teacher becomes especially crucial, particularly at an 
initiation level. We tried, therefore, and as far as possible, to provide 
individual feedback, recorded and/or in writing, which required constant 
monitoring of students, and a lot of work.

The main feature of a document introduced in the virtual classroom 
should not be solely its linguistic function, but also its capacity to trigger the 
student’s discourse and, thus preparing him/her (theme and lexicon) for what 
comes thereafter. While the students writing the glossary, the interactions in 
the virtual classroom are not subject to teacher validation (right or wrong 
answer), but are welcomed as they are and for what they are: spontaneous 
expressions. The teaching of foreign languages online allows not only for a 
considerable diversification of teaching materials, but also for the 
manipulation and construction of a task-pedagogy.

V.2.2.  French language curricular units

The examples presented in the case of the French language curricular 
units consist of activities carried out in French I, II, III and IV (B1 and B2 
levels).

V.2.2.1.  Comprehension and production activities

In online education, multimedia technologies are an excellent support for 
working on oral and written comprehension. As part of the oral competency, 
besides giving the sound support for the pedagogical sequence of Task-based 
teaching (Willis, 2007), they allow students to gradually understand the 
document: effecting a continuous or occasional disclosure of the transcript, 
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discovering lexical elements, facilitating the formulation of hypotheses, etc. 
For the written comprehension, the text can be adapted: we can change the 
words by replacing them with others or by linking them, and so forth.

As the French II course corresponds to the CEFR B1 level, an independent 
user, in a situation of oral reception, should be able to understand the 
information contained in a recorded oral document, and in an oral production 
situation, should be able to expound a contemporary theme in a simple and 
direct manner, briefly explaining his/her opinion. In 2017, the teacher created 
two podcasts based on a newspaper article found in Le Parisien1 entitled 
“Les robots les plus marquants ...”.

The first podcast was an adaptation of the article, creating an audio 
document for students to become aware of the situation described, express 
hypotheses, anticipate and understand the document message content. The 
second podcast was based on comprehension questions to help students 
internalize the theme, and to observe and identify its relevant aspects. 
Finally, students in the oral production situation were encouraged to reflect 
on the topic described by expressing their opinion (oral with podcast or with 
Colibri tools), arguing for or against the issue, always justifying their 
opinions, so as to participate in the learning process with the teacher.

Task-based teaching with multimedia technologies exceeds linguistic 
production stricto sensu. Technologies can support oral or written production. 
They may, in some cases, incorporate production as a task (listening, reading, 
and validating). Technologies allow us to adapt global pedagogical 
approaches: document exploration; reflection on the linguistic elements 
identified; and production in context, all as part of a set task. Thus, activities 
in the virtual classroom transform it into a real-life society. In fact, it is no 
longer necessary to pretend, as in the “role-play” activities of the 
communicative approach, instead, a concrete project is produced (through 
the experiences of social actors), where students can actually engage at 
different levels, because they are interested in and committed to its 
accomplishment. To this end, technologies become appropriate: as a source 
of real data information (Internet search engines, online dictionaries and 
encyclopaedias, online tools and resources such as Google, Wikipedia, etc.), 
especially as this coincides with the search patterns of today’s students.

The tasks to be carried out that are directly related to the technologies 
(for example, producing a video) can be shared as supporting documents or 
made available as the task is constructed (micro-tasks, intermediate 
productions...), in order to carry it through. With Europe and Portugal 

1  http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/doit-on-craindre-les-robots-27-10-2017-7357347.php

http://www.leparisien.fr/societe/doit-on-craindre-les-robots-27-10-2017-7357347.php
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currently in the midst of an economic crisis, the teacher chose to work on the 
crisis through YouTube videos. The activity “La crisis” consisted of viewing 
two videos relating to an interview for a job (figure 4).

Figure 4

Screenshot of activity proposed to students and of the videos made available 
*https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MbMaNjkGIxQ

Why video? As the issue is a current and sensitive one for all of us, the 
choice of the video allows the students to develop knowledge and language 
skills through demonstration. It enables content standardization, facilitates 
the transmission of knowledge, and limits the useful information to be 
memorised. Students can stop the video, and watch it as many times as 
necessary. In this case, the video, as a complement to the activity, added a 
more realistic dimension to learning, as this complex teaching/ learning 
situation, both from the perspective of the vocabulary, and from the harsh 
reality each one of us has had to experience, became more understandable 
through the images presented.

To carry out the requested tasks, students submitted their answers orally, 
uploading them onto the debate forum, where a very active discussion took 
place, especially taking into account the fact that the students were not only 
from Portugal, but also from Africa and Brazil.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MbMaNjkGIxQ
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V.2.3.  English language curricular units

Podcasts, showcasts and videocasts have been systematically used in the 
courses to develop the students’ competencies at that level, and to promote 
their written and oral skill acquisition in all areas related to their day-to-day 
lives and interests.

As the students are all adults, the teacher has attempted to work on 
themes that may be meaningful and interesting to them, and that may foster 
their active participation in the virtual classroom.

The podcasts, recorded by the teacher, have a very significant pedagogical 
impact, in that they enhance teacher-students proximity, creating an 
emotionally balanced learning environment, thus overcoming the barriers 
commonly encountered in distance teaching/learning. Students have been 
noted to make very positive comments and remarks upon hearing their own 
teacher’s voice.

The same can be stated with regard to hearing one another’s voices 
(students) and personal introductions in English II. The students’ reaction is 
always very positive and it encourages collaborative work and mutual 
support in their learning process.

The CEFR specifies that the task should not be solely of a linguistic 
nature but rather a coordinated set of collective actions that tend towards an 
objective in a given context, for a stipulated outcome. As the action-oriented 
approach does not consider language as an end in itself, and because it does 
not use only linguistic knowledge to accomplish the task, it incorporates a 
much broader set of skills and strategies from the very first moments of the 
design of the project, of which technologies are an enabling part.

In English I, podcasts have been used to train oral comprehension and 
written production skills, as in the Figure 5. After listening to the podcast 
recorded by the teacher, students are given some written exercises and are 
required to write down their answers, thus training their oral comprehension 
and written production competencies. Students are then given an answer key 
so they can check their answers and then clear their doubts with the teacher 
in the topic forum.

Wikis are also used to further develop their written production 
competencies and to promote collaborative work, as in the Figure 6. The 
teacher always gives timely feedback, and makes all necessary corrections in 
this type of activity. Hot Potatoes-type activities have also been used in both 
courses to train specific aspects of the syllabus. The skills that each student 
uses to accomplish the task are perfectly compatible with multimedia 
technologies, both during the project phase (task presentation, difficulty, 
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implementation, strategies, etc.), and during the design phase (search for 
documents, information, “physical” construction of the project, etc.), and 
during the final phase of presentation of the results (sharing in the virtual 
classroom, in the network, etc.).

Figure 5

Screenshot of oral comprehension activity proposed to students

Figure 6

Screenshot of activity proposed to develop the students’ written production  
and their collaborative work.

Showcasts have been used to train various competencies simultaneously, 
e.g. oral comprehension, pronunciation, intonation, prosody, and written 
production, as the teacher creates a PowerPoint document, records the text, 
which the student can listen to while he reads it himself/herself, as in the 
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figure 7 and 8. Students are also required to record their own voices, and 
share their podcasts with the rest of the class. Before they are given this task, 
they are expected to listen to a dialogue between two of their teachers, in 
which they introduce themselves.

Figure 7

Screenshot of oral comprehension/written production activity showcast

Figure 8

Screenshot of oral comprehension/written production activity showcast

Videos have also been made and used to train certain aspects of the 
language, in an entertaining and visually-appealing manner, where a 
Canadian-born student (English native speaker) introduces herself to the rest 
of the class, talks about her daily activities, and compares lifestyles between 
Canada and Portugal, thus making use of a real-situation context to foster the 
students’ interest in the language.
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The students reacted very positively to these training activities, where 
teaching-learning solutions implemented through podcasts, videocasts, and 
showcasts were adopted. They proved to have effectively assimilated lexical 
and grammatical elements that, until then.

VI.  Oral activities in e-learning: Impact

This positive feeling is shared by students of courses of foreign languages, 
as is demonstrated, for example, in the words of a student of German II when 
he writes: “[...] Online lernen war für mich eine ganz neue anfangs erfahrung, 
und ich muss sagen dass es sehr einfach mit ihnen war. Ich hatte sie die 
sensation persönlich zu kennen. [...] “-” [...] (Online study was a completely 
new experience for me, and I must say it was very easy with you [the 
teacher]. I had the feeling that I knew you [the teacher] personally. [...].

Students revealed no substantial difficulty in the implementation of these 
new teaching-learning strategies that also enable them to develop 
technological skills, always with the teacher’s support. Furthermore, and in 
particular, visualizing their production and that of their classmates’ not only 
pleases them, but also allows them to follow their own progress, thus 
developing reflective skills.

Thus, from the combination of UAb’s Pedagogical Model with the 
CEFR, and with the set of references relating to digital technology resources, 
there emerges an innovative pedagogical approach, adequate both to teaching 
and learning a foreign language, and to today’s society. With this new 
approach, we aim to equip students with the written and oral competencies 
needed in real life. That is, more specifically, our educational proposal relies 
on activities based on practice, and on problem resolution in specific 
situations, always contextualized, and closely linked to the lives of students, 
and to the community in which they live, thus embodying a project pedagogy.

VI.1.  First results from a survey

In the project “Teaching/Learning Foreign Languages online”, a 
questionnaire was developed in which we tried to identify strategies that are 
conducive to the success of all UAb students enrolled in 1st cycle foreign 
language courses. Thus, during the second semester of the 2016/17 school 
year, between May and June 2017, the survey was made available online to 
32 German students, 95 French students and 426 English students, levels II, 
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IV and V (B1 and B2 levels). In total, 322 students answered. This survey 
was made up of 3 parts, the first being the characterization of the foreign 
language UCs and the course attended and the personal data (sex, age, place 
and country of residence). The second part of the inquiry contained general 
questions concerning both the student’s computer resources and some of 
their habits as Internet users.

The third part of the survey focused on questions that asked students 
opinions about:

•  Technical quality
•  Degree of difficulty and proficiency
•  Clarity of instructions
• � Usefulness of the audio and multimedia resources placed by teachers 

on the Moodle platform of the UAb, in virtual classrooms
•  Relevance to learning
•  Facilitation of learning
•  Motivation for learning the foreign language

The analysis of first data in the third part shows that most respondents 
(63%) consider sound quality in audio or multimedia files to be good (only 
1% think it was bad and 35% consider it to be excellent). The vast majority 
of respondents (80%) said they heard them all and (81%) agree that they 
listened to them several times to train their listening skills. The vast majority 
of respondents considered that multimedia resources were sufficient (83%) 
and motivated (89%), facilitators of learning (92%) and improved not only 
the comprehension of oral discourse (91%) as well as the level of knowledge 
of the foreign language in question (89%). It is interesting to note that the 
great majority (90%) also agree that it was important to have heard the voice 
of the teacher and the colleagues.

General learning activities and materials were considered appropriate for 
the intended educational objectives. The presence of multimedia content is 
considered as the key to success in the educational process and the distinctive 
feature of education online and e-learning.

VI.2. � Multimedia technologies and task-based teaching: Learning how to learn

As we have seen, the use of these communication tools has allowed for 
the quality integration of training activities in the daily life of UAb students. 
This has been a constant concern of the teaching staff of LE@d’s current 
foreign language online teaching-learning research project – “@ L2L - Open 
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Language Teaching and Learning”, and a challenge to which we expect to 
continue responding. Thus, the high level of interest and the successful 
participation of students in these activities, as well as the practical results 
obtained seem to prove the effectiveness of the policies followed, and of the 
educational means utilized.

The strategies adopted by higher education institutions to promote the 
development of oral comprehension and production skills, as well as their 
assessment, in foreign language teaching within the virtual system are 
multiple, but they do not always fully depend on Web 2.0 tools. At 
Universidade Aberta, however, we try to find solutions that enable the 
acquisition of these skills through the preponderant use of these tools, 
taking into account the criteria of relevance, comprehensiveness and 
accessibility. Therefore, and combining the four fundamental principles of 
the unprecedented virtual pedagogical model that we follow (Pereira et al., 
2007) with the fact that we do not want to overload our students with 
additional financial costs, we promote, as much as possible, the use of free 
tools.

The response of students to this multimedia material has been very 
positive, and they have even openly expressed their liking, and participated 
more significantly in the virtual classroom. This greater involvement and 
commitment of students led to their more proactive attitude, especially as 
they have become co-creators of learning contents and materials.

So far, the use of such tools has confirmed that oral comprehension and 
production are not inconsistent with e-learning, on the contrary, they ensure 
greater proximity between teachers and students, and between the students 
themselves, who meet only online to exchange relevant experiences orally, 
which now have become part of their foreign language teaching-learning 
process in the virtual environment.

This last point is particularly relevant because the CEFR calls 
“knowledge” a learning process, focusing in particular on the skills used in 
learning.

VII.  Final considerations

In short, the innovative strategies and solutions implemented and tested 
under the first project can be considered positive. It no doubt motivates us to 
give continuity to our work and to our research in this field of teaching- 
learning foreign languages online. It tends to become an interesting, effective, 
and appealing alternative, in an era where the diversification of realities 
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demands an increasingly immediate and effective answer to meet the needs 
of a globalized society.

The research carried out seems to show that the use of multimedia 
technology is a good methodology for the practice and evaluation of oral 
communication in online education, enabling the production of texts as 
diverse as readings, comments, dialogues, simulations, digital stories, among 
others, and it is able to overcome the constraints of non-face-to-face teaching, 
ensuring the time flexibility characteristic of this type of education, since 
digital resources, such as podcasts and showcasts, for example, can be 
created and shared asynchronously.

The use of multimedia technology enables active, self-regulated learning, 
focused on learners, and respecting their individual pace of learning, thus 
promoting the development of oral and written communication competencies.

As technologies are increasingly present in the teaching / learning of 
foreign languages, at different pedagogical and interactivity levels, it 
appeared relevant to us to reformulate its various uses in the action-oriented 
approach drawn in the CEFR and in UAb’s pedagogical model.

Both in the general theoretical context of task-pedagogy and in most 
phases of the educational process within the virtual classroom, the presence 
of technological tools in the foreign language virtual classroom is perfectly 
consistent with the CEFR’s ideas.

Moreover, in an e-learning education system, such as UAb’s, where 
written communicative interaction is always present, these pedagogical-
didactic strategies allow for a closer proximity, thus overcoming physical 
distance, and creating emotional ties in the virtual classroom, which are no 
doubt encouraging in online foreign language teaching-learning “Anywhere 
in the World”.
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