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Abstract

Teaching presentation skills is by no means an easy task. To teach such skills
effectively, a teacher must help the students to learn how to (1) design and organize
the presentation content effectively; (2) strengthen their verbal and nonverbal
communication skills; and (3) master the use of visual aids. Often, the traditional
face-to-face classroom setting falls short when the lecturer has to teach more than
100 students how to observe small details of body language and vocal skills. In this
case, a blended learning mode — a hybrid of face-to-face and online learning —
may be a better option than a pure face-to-face learning mode (Fang, Chow & Soo,
2012).

The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate how blended learning can be
implemented to teach university students’ presentation skills. In the spring term of
2013, ENGL A122F: Presentation Skills, a five-credit course for full-time
undergraduate students, was first delivered via a blended learning approach at the
Open University of Hong Kong. Attempting to combine the best features of the
online and face-to-face modes of teaching, the blended delivery course incorporated
video and interactive web-based components into the course outline.

In this paper, | share my experience of how presentation skills can be taught
through video lectures and assessed through the online learning environment (OLE),
alongside traditional teacher-led lectures and tutorials. Also, | discuss how the
blended learning approach, compared with the traditional face-to-face teaching
mode, can not only facilitate propositional knowing, but also help learners to
achieve experiential knowing, and presentational knowing (Heron & Reason, 2006).
Last but not least, the paper reflects on students’ feedback, as well as the challenges
when implementing the blended learning mode.

Keywords: blended learning, presentation skills, higher education, experiential knowing,
presentational knowing

Introduction to Blended Learning

Blended learning, an increasing popular teaching approach in the digital age, is a
systematic way of combining the best features of face-to-face classes and
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online/distance learning. According to Krase (2007, cited in Bath and Bourke, 2013:

Blended learning is realized in teaching and learning environments where
there is an effective integration of different modes of delivery, modes of
teaching and style of learning as a result of adopting a strategic and
systematic approach to the use of technology combined with the best
features of face to face interaction (p. 1).

A blended course design, development and delivery mode provides flexibility in terms
of assignment submission, assessment methods, group work transparency, marking,
feedback, the release of grades, and communication between students and teachers. The
most popular blended learning tools employed by universities worldwide include blogs,
Twitter, discussion boards, e-assessment, e-portfolios, live Internet streaming, video
conferencing, mobile device apps, MOOCs, and open educational resources (OERs). All
of these tools enrich the student learning experience and optimize student engagement,
as well as improving the course administration and management through the use of
information and communication technologies (ICT). Overall, the blended learning
approach has opened up endless learning possibilities for the Net generation.

A Blended Learning Case Study at the Open University of Hong Kong

At the Open University of Hong Kong, blended learning has also been implemented in
the curriculum. ENGL A122F Presentation Skills is one example. As a five-credit,
one-semester course for full-time face-to-face students, ENGL A122F aims to provide
learners with a practical approach to mastering face-to-face presentation effectively.
Within the duration of 13 weeks, the lecturer has to teach the following areas to over
100 students:

Table 1 Topics to be covered in ENGLA A122F

Topics
Why do we need presentation skills?
What is communication?
Barriers to communication
Analysing the situation
Building your presentation
Structuring your presentation
Communicating effectively
Managing body language
Managing your voice
Visual aids
Devices and technologies for displaying visual aids
Setting the stage
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One headache faced by the lecturer was that it was difficult to teach topics such as
‘managing body language’ and ‘managing your voice’ in a lecture room with more than
100 students. Should the lecturer demonstrate certain body language in class in order to
explain what effective nonverbal communication is? How about facial expressions?
How could the lecturer make sure that students sitting in the back rows of the lecture
room see clearly the facial expression demonstrated on his/her face? Also, because of
the large class size and inflexible seating arrangement in the lecture theatre, the
face-to-face learning mode does not support quality reflective and collaborative
learning.

To encourage active learning, the teacher should find ways to help the students see the
point of learning, realize how the course is related to them as individuals, and learn how
to develop and improve their presentation skills. Learning can become more effective if
the teacher can enhance the four ways of knowing via cooperative inquiry (Heron &
Reason, 2006):

1. Propositional knowing: This is the knowing of facts through ideas and theories. This
kind of knowing is also the commonest kind that occurs in traditional learning
processes.

2. Experiential knowing: This is the direct encounter with a person, place, and/or event.
Experiential knowing is achieved when the transformation of experience takes place.
Deeper learning and understanding can be enhanced if learners are provided with
opportunities to connect with one another, and share and discuss learning experience
in an organized way.

3. Presentational knowing: Grounded on experiential knowing, presentational knowing
encompasses intuition and reflection, imagination and conceptual thinking (Heron,
1992, p. 158). It reflects the ability to verbalize explicit knowledge and represent
tacit knowledge. The form of expression may not be limited to linguistic articulation.
Other ‘expressive forms of aesthetics, such as drama, movement, story and dance’
can also be included (Murphy, 2012, p. 10).

4. Practical knowing: Simply put, practical knowing means knowing how to exercise a
skill and do something. It shows the learners’ ability to apply what they have learned
to accomplish something. Through practical knowing, one puts something into
action and finds out how to do things better.

Among the four ways of knowing, propositional knowing can mostly occur in
traditional face-to-face lectures. In ENGLA122F, communication theories can be taught
in face-to-face lectures. Practical knowing can also occur in face-to-face tutorial
sessions, where students’ individual and group presentations are assessed by the teacher.
Experiential knowing, however, extends beyond the teacher-led lectures and tutorials.
For example, how can the teacher make sure that alongside classroom teaching, there is
a solid platform for students to connect with one another, and share and discuss their
understanding through ideas which make sense to them? Likewise, it is not always easy
to allow presentational knowing. In ENGLA122F, while students do have chances to
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practise doing presentations, what is at issue is whether they have the room to verbalize
what they have gained through the presentation experiences. Students need a platform
where they can reflect on and express their views regarding their presentation
experiences, so as to develop the ability to look at their own presentation performance
critically. With a view to creating a better learning environment that enhances
experiential knowing and presentational knowing, in 2013, the blended learning mode
was introduced to ENGL A122F.

The ENGL A122F Blended Learning Experience

Blended learning can be broadly defined as ‘any combination of different methods of
learning, different learning environments, different learning styles’ that aims to ‘achieve
the optimal learning environment’ (Marsh, 2012, pp. 3-4). For the ENGLA101F
teaching team, blended learning, as Solomon and Schrum (2010) point out, offers an
online learning arena that allows students to share their experience and provide each
other with feedback. Thus, the traditional course framework of ENGLA122F was
re-structured. Now, 70% of the course is delivered via face-to-face lectures and tutorials;
and 30% through online video lectures, recorded presentations with commentaries, brief
study questions and assessments, as well as the discussion board. Self-directed learning
is encouraged among students, who take the initiative to learn on their own by watching
recorded lessons and presentations, listening to commentaries on speeches, and
interacting through the discussion board in the Online Learning Environment (OLE).

As shown in Table 2 and Figure 1, face-to-face lectures on body language, facial
expressions and vocal skills are now replaced by online videos with close-up
demonstrations and explanation. With the ‘freeze’ and ‘replay’ functions, learners can
watch the demonstrations closely, learn how to pick up clues from the body language,
and interpret the speaker’s intention and feelings accordingly. They can also do their
revision by replaying the video lectures anytime they need them. In addition, to the
advantage of second language learners, text alternatives such as English subtitles and
captions are provided alongside the recorded speech in the online video lectures.
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Week Topics Face-to-face study E-learning hours
hours
Lecture  Tutorial Multimedia Video/
(e.g. online discussion  audio
and activities,
simulation)

1 Why do we need 1 2 1

presentation skills?
2 What is communication? 1 3 1
3 Barriers to communication 2 2
4 Analysing the situation 2 2
5 Building your presentation 2 2
6 Structuring your 2 1

presentation
7 Communicating effectively 2 2
8 Managing body language 2 2 1
9 Managing your voice 2 2 1
10 Visual aids 2 2
11 Devices and technologies 2

for displaying visual aids
12 Setting the stage 2 2
13 Revision 2 2

Total hours 36 16
Total percentage 70% 30%

Online video of week 9

L Edit

Figure 1  An online video lecture on non-verbal communication
© The Open University of Hong Kong. All rights reserved.
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Alongside online video lectures, recorded presentations and the discussion board, for
some particular topic areas — such as ‘What is communication?’ and ‘Structuring your
presentation’ — there are interactive online writing tasks where students share their
answers with the ENGL A122F learning community. By using this online platform,
called Wiki, the tutor can provide instant feedback on each student’s work (see Figure 2).
Also, classmates in the same tutorial group can read, write comments, and give
feedback on one another’s written assignment once it is uploaded onto the Wiki.

OLE Wiki

Mandela made this speech from the dock of the defendant at the Rivonia Trial TSANG Chor Yan
His speech was about the ideal of a democratic and free society (s1118918)
1. Speed of delivery
- Mandela used a rhythmic tune during the first part of his speech when he talked about the personal
desire of the African people eg. living with their own family. This showed the desires were urgent
and strong.
He softened and slowed down in the later part of his speech when he talked about the desires of
the whole Africa e.g. ‘we want a just share in the wheole of Scuth Africa’. This soft and slow tune gave
the audience a feeling that this desire, though seemed big, was indeed a humble wish.
2. Pausing
- He paused after the subject of every sentence. This clearly showed and emphasized who was making
the following desire. A feeling of urgency and strength of the desire was created.
When it came to long sentences which contained phrases and clauses, Mandela broke them into
parts so that it would be easier for the audience to follow.
When came to the later part of his speech, especially when he said “our struggle...._is a truly naticnal
one” and "it is a struggle.....of the African pecple”, he gave a long pause in the middle of the
sentence. This made it very touching to the audience.
3. Emphasis
Mandela put stress on words like ‘want’, ‘want to be allowed’ and ‘not’ to show how strong the word
meant to be. It made his speech more powerful and persuasive.
4. Unigueness
- He used a lot of I, we and our in the speech. This provided a sense of urgency that the audience
should make his call their own.
His frequent use of active verbs also created a sense of urgency.
His speech contained mostly simple words and sentences. Mandela used lots of 3V0 sentence
structure throughout the whole speech which made his messages very clearly delivered.
He sometimes used absolute words e.g. never to strengthen his meaning.
He used 12 wants in the first part of the speech. They did not only serve as active verb, they were also
emotional wards that moved the audience.
When Mandela talked about a desire, he always used a comparative pattern i.e. we want....but
not...... This comparison reflected how difficult and unfair their current situation was and that
changes should not be delayed any more.
Acronym “ANC" was used. It was alright to use in his speech because all the audience would know it
actually meant African National Congress in the trial.

Dr. TSD Wing Bo
{atso)

Figure 2  Student-teacher interaction in the Wiki system
© The Open University of Hong Kong. All rights reserved.

Meaningful interaction and effective peer collaboration which cannot be achieved in the
classroom setting are now supported by the online Wiki platform. Students are able to
acquire the knowledge and skills they need for presentation in a more effective and
efficient manner.
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Data Analysis and Evaluation for Blended Learning

After launching the blended learning mode of ENGL A122F in April 2013, | conducted
a student survey to check my students’ views on blended learning in the course. From
the 94 questionnaires gathered from my class, up to 64% of the students found the
online class content, online peer discussion and instant tutor feedback on the Wiki
platform helpful in strengthening their understanding of the curriculum content (see
Table 4).

Table 3  Survey results that reflect on propositional knowing enhancement

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree  Strongly

agree disagree
L ;';euonrgé"r';;r‘]’gitﬁgtoef”g;hEd 192%  36.2% 29.8%  13.8% 1%
concents. 18 G @) W (1)
2. The peer-discussion and
instant feedback on Wiki 10.6% 55.3% 27.7% 6.4% 0%
improved my understanding (10) (52) (26) (6) 0)

of the class content.

The student feedback recorded in the end-of-course evaluation report also reflected that
students found the online video lectures useful and interesting (see Table 4).
Propositional knowing was enhanced.

Table 4 Excerpted student feedback on the ENGL A122F video lectures

Feedback 1.  “It’s interesting to watch videos. This helps me to know about the content of
the course.’

Feedback 2.  ‘Some of the OLE videos are quite interesting and help me to have a better
understanding of presentation provided with key teaching points.

Feedback 3. ‘Useful video showing what a good presentation should be.’

Feedback 4.  “The course includes a lot of videos that demonstrate different points.’

Students also found the online exercises in Wiki and peer discussion in the OLE useful
for their learning. The post-course survey revealed that more than half of the
ENGLA122F classmates ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that with the introduction of the
blended learning approach, they became connected more closely to their classmates in
the course, which in turn enhanced peer learning and reflective thinking. Experiential
knowing was enhanced.
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Table 5 Survey results that reflect on experiential knowing enhancement

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree  Strongly

agree disagree
3. | feel more connected with
my fe”OT";’] C'asls.mates WIS 49805 3720 37.2%  54% 6.4%
course. The online component
encouraged peer learning and (13) (35) (35) ®) (©)
reflective thinking.
4. With Wiki, the quality of
Interaction with my 128%  453% 30.1%  5.4% 6.4%
classmates and teachers was (12) (42) (29) ©) (6)

better, which enhanced my

learning experience.

While many agreed that the online environment, in particular the Wiki learning
activities and interaction, allowed more room for authentic learning experiences, some
students were, as can be seen in Table 6, not entirely comfortable with sharing their
homework and tutor’s remarks. Others also suggested that five Wiki activities were too

many:

Table 6 Excerpted student feedback on the ENGL A122F Wiki activities

Feedback 1.  ‘It’s not fair to allow students to view others” homework.’

Feedback 2.  “The assignments that students do in the Wiki should not be shared among
students.’

Feedback 3.  ‘The comments in Wiki are rather discouraging.’

Feedback 4.  “Tutors instead of students should give feedback.’

Feedback 5. ‘Less online activities.’

Fortunately, more than 50% of the students in the survey ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’
that the online setting and Wiki activities did encourage them to present ideas, ask
questions about their own presentations, and articulate their interpretation of certain key
concepts in the course. As Farmer (2005) remarks, ‘technology increases opportunities
and means to express facts and perspectives, and facilitates metacognitive processes;
participants can transcend reactive activity and become more engaged and productive’
(p. 12). To a certain extent, the blended learning approach enhanced students’
presentational knowing.
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Table 7 Survey results that reflect on presentational knowing enhancement

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree  Strongly

agree disagree
> \F:\I’;?otm ﬂ”g'e"czﬁzrr?q'gf’e 85%  447% 191%  223%  54%
likely to ,ask guestions. (8) (42) (18) (21) ©)
6. Wiki helped me present my 16% 34% 35 1% 10.6% 43%

ideas and understanding of (15)

the key topics. (32) (33) (10) (4)

Conclusion

The results from the post-course student survey and the evaluation report suggest that,
in general, students on the ENGL A122F course developed positive attitudes towards
blended learning. With the introduction of the blended learning mode and the
incorporation of peer discussion in the OLE Wiki, interpersonal connections between
students, lecturers and tutors were promoted in a short period of 13 weeks. The online
peer interaction, sharing and discussion brought about by the blended learning approach
enriched students’ learning; and propositional knowing and experiential knowing, as
well as presentational knowing, were enhanced. Successful as it was, sharing their
assignment online and allowing classmates to comment freely on their work were of
concern to some students. As Rhea et al. (2007) argue, peer discussion does not always
bring positive learning experience. In their study, it was found that about 20% of the
comments made by graduate students were destructive criticism with no suggestions for
improvement. In this regard, the teaching team will need to strike a balance between
openness and confidentiality in the online learning environment.
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