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This study was conducted as a quasi-experimental study with the
purposes of evaluating the effectiveness of Otter application as a tool
for pronunciation practice in order to improve students’ pronunciation
in particular and their speaking performance in general; examining how
it benefits students and should it be recommended for being used
widely outside of the classroom. The subjects of the study were forty
students of one English Oral proficiency class at School of Foreign
Languages, Thai Nguyen University. To collect the data, questionnaire,
tests and interviews were used. The results suggested that this
application would make a great contribution to students’ pronunciation
improvement if it was employed for supplementary practice. It can be
concluded that the implementation of supplementary practices with
Otter in learning process has beneficial effects on students’ speaking
skill, especially in pronunciation.
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Tu hoc

Bai bao nay 1a mdt nghién ctru ban thuc nghiém nham muc dich danh
gia hiéu qua cua viéc st dung tng dung Otter lam céng cu thuc hanh
dé nang cao kha nang phat am néi riéng va k¥ niang néi tiéng Anh noi
chung cho sinh vién; danh gia nhitng loi ich cua trng dung va dua ra
két luan co6 nén sir dung tng dung nay dé lam cong cu cho sinh vién
tu thuc hanh ngoai 16p hoc hay khong. Ddi twong nghién ciru 1a 40
sinh vién cua mot 16p khau ngir tai Truong Ngoai ngir - Pai hoc Thai
Nguyén. Dé thu thap dir liéu, nha nghién ctru da sir dung bang hoi,
bai kiém tra va phong van. Két qua cua nghién ctru cho thay, viéc st
dung (rng dung nay dé thuc hanh cac bai tap bd trg giup sinh vién cai
thién kha ning phat 4&m mot cach dang ké. Nghién ctu két luan ring
viéc trién khai cac bai tap bé trg véi tng dung Otter trong qué trinh
hoc tap c6 tac dong tich cuc dén k§ ning noi cua sinh vién, dac biét
1a vé phat am.
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1. Introduction

It is noticeable that pronunciation is one of the main criteria in most of English speaking test
rating scales, for example: IELTS speaking test (fluency and coherence, lexical resource,
grammatical range and accuracy, pronunciation) [1]; VSTEP (grammar, vocabulary,
pronunciation, fluency, discourse management) [2]; FCE (grammar and vocabulary, discourse
management, pronunciation, interactive communication) [3]. Therefore, it cannot be denied that
understandable pronunciation is one of the key requirements for learners’ language proficiency
and it has certain effect on learners’ speaking performance in general. According to Seidlhofer
[4], pronunciation plays a significant role in real-life communication as it reflects the speakers’
identities and the communities which they belong to. Good pronunciation also helps students get
better academic achievements. However, Vietnamese students’ pronunciation errors are still an
issue of concern [5]. Furthermore, a study by Abbas Pourhosein Gilakjani [6] stated that
pronunciation is an integral part of foreign language learning since it directly affects learners'
communicative competence as well as performance. Limited pronunciation skills can decrease
learners’ self-confidence, restrict social interactions, and negatively affect estimations of a
speaker’s credibility and abilities. This situation can be seen when students rarely actively speak
English inside classrooms and in daily life due to the fear of making pronunciation mistakes.
Dealing with these problems, the use of technology for self-practice under the instruction and
controlment of teachers can be an effective way to help students improve their speaking
pronunciation. According to Li [7], the integration of app in learning increases students’
motivation and learning performance. Sharing the same concern, Haraydi & Aprianoto [8] stated
that it becomes extremely necessary to provide a technologically-based learning tool, a Mobile
Assisted Language learning, which lecturers and students can easily access with low cost, which
possesses simple operation manual, and which fits into the learning needs of digitized students,
but contains the material needed for the achievement of learning goals. A lot of studies have been
conducted to review and investigate the impacts of mobile apps and technology resources on
improving students’ pronunciation. Fouz [9] reviewed some of the most important mobile apps
available for learning pronunciation. Yolanda Joy CalvoBenzies [10] also reviewed a number of
existing programs and other materials specifically designed to improve learner pronunciation by
classifying them into three main categories: tool for tuition, tools for listening, tools for
recording. PenkhaeWongsuriya [11] showed that leaners can use Google translate application to
listen to some difficult words and improve their pronunciation accordingly. A number of mobile
applications were introduced and proved to be beneficial for students’ pronunciation
improvement in the previous studies; however, not many of them allow learners to use custom
materials and integrate what they learn in class or in other subjects/skills to their pronunciation
practice. This paper, therefore, intends to be the first approach to filling this gap. Otter is not an
English pronunciation app., it is an application which turns speaker voice into notes. In other
words, students will practice their pronunciation by writing notes with their voice. This way, they
can learn and test their pronunciation at the same time as they will have time to replay what they
listen to and if a word is pronounced incorrectly, they will receive an incorrect word in their
notes. The study aimed at answering two questions:

1. What is the current status of students’ pronunciation self-practice at School of Foreign
Languages, Thai Nguyen University?

2. What are the effects and benefits of the application of Otter to students’ pronunciation?

2. Methodology

The participants of this study were 40 first-year students from an English oral proficiency
class at School of Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen University. Their English proficiency ranged
from A2 to B1 (based on the Common Vietnamese Framework of Reference). In selecting the
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participants, the researcher used purposive sampling technique, which according to Patton [12], is
a technique widely used in qualitative research to identify and select information rich cases for
the most effective use of limited resources.

Table 1. The scoring rubric of pronunciation adapted from VSTEP speaking rating scale

Rating scale Description

0 Test-taker is not present.

1 Performance does not satisfy Band 2 descriptors
Test-taker is often unintelligible

2 Test-taker can articulate a very limited repertoire of learnt words and phrases with
limited accuracy
Test-taker is mostly intelligible

3 Test-taker can articulate simple words and phrases but conversational partners will
need to ask for repetition from time to time
Test-taker is mostly intelligible and has acquired a quite clear pronunciation

4 Test-taker makes some errors with individual sounds
Test-taker shows some efforts in word stress despite frequent mispronunciations
Test-taker is mostly intelligible and has acquired a quite clear pronunciation

5 Test-taker makes occasional errors with individual sounds
Test-taker shows efforts in word stress despite some mispronunciations
Test-taker is intelligible and has acquired a quite clear and natural pronunciation

6 Test-taker generally clearly articulates individual sounds
Test-taker generally places word stress, but does not show efforts with sentence stress
Test-taker shows few efforts with intonation
Test-taker is intelligible and has acquired a clear and natural pronunciation
Test-taker generally clearly articulates individual sounds

7 Test-taker generally places word stress and shows efforts with sentence stress despite
rather low accuracy
Test-taker shows some efforts with intonation
Test-taker is intelligible and has acquired a very clear and natural pronunciation
Test-taker clearly articulates individual sounds

8
Test-taker generally places word and sentence stress
Test-taker shows good efforts with intonation
Test-taker is intelligible with individual sounds clearly articulated, sentence and word

9 stress accurately placed
Test-taker has appropriate intonation
Test-taker places sentence stress flexibly and correctly to express different meanings
Test-taker is intelligible with individual sounds clearly articulated, sentence and word
stress accurately placed

10 Test-taker has appropriate intonation

Test-taker varies intonation and places sentence stress correctly to express different
meanings and intended functions

The study was conducted in the second semester (lasted for 15 weeks) of the students’ first
school year when they have studied Pronunciation practice in the first semester, which ensures
that students have already had basic knowledge and exposure to English pronunciation rules and
features. Firstly, the researcher introduced the application to the students and gave them
instructions to use it properly and effectively. Then, an audio and its script were given to the
students on a weekly basis for practice. The total of 15 listening audios and scripts were given to
the students in 15 weeks of the semester. All of them are from students’ Oral Proficiency
textbook, which were used for listening practice inside classroom. The students had to read after
the voice record with the reference of the script while listening to the audio carefully, then they
will read the script out loud to Otter, which would transfer their voice into words. If there was a
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mistake, students could pause their recording, deleted the incorrect word and read it again.
Finally, they were asked to share their most satisfied note on Otter to the researcher. Data for the
present study were collected by means of a questionnaire, three tests and a set of interview
guestions. The combination of the three approaches ensures careful insight into the research
because the results of the three techniques can be supportive of each other. There was one
questionnaire, which comprised 11 both open- ended and close- ended questions. It was applied
at the beginning of the study to explore the current status of students’ pronunciation practice at
School of Foreign Languages, Thai Nguyen University. The questionnaire was delivered directly
to 130 students, whose current course was English Oral Intermediate (EOI); semester 2, group
NO04, N06, NO7. The questionnaire was written in English because the participants were English
major students. However, to be appropriate for the freshmen’s proficiency and achieve the
maximum effect, the language used was comparatively understandable, concise and relevant.
Interview is the second main instrument used in the research to gather opinions and suggestions
of students. A small interview was conducted at the end of the study with the purpose of
exploring students’ evaluation of Otter, how their pronunciation has improved by practicing with
the application. Both close-ended and open-ended questions were employed so that the researcher
could collect the most positive answers as well as deeply discover the thought of respondents.
Test is the third main instrument to measure the level of students before and after the
experimental class started. The tests consist of a pre-test conducted in week 1 and two post-tests
applied in week 7 and week 15. In order to assess students’ pronunciation, the scoring rubric of
pronunciation adapted from VSTEP speaking rating scale (table 1) was used.

3. Findings and discussion
3.1 Findings from the questionnaire
3.1.1 Students’ awareness of the importance of English pronunciation

7,69%

® Very important
® |[mportant
Not very important

Figure 1. Students’ awareness of the importance of English pronunciation

The data from Figure 1 indicates that the majority of students are well aware of the
importance of pronunciation with over 76% and 15% chose that it is “very important” and
“important” relatively. However, there are still a small number of students (more than 7%) have
not realized that pronunciation plays an essential role in their language proficiency as they
considered that it is not very important.
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3.1.2 Students’ frequency of practicing pronunciation

In order to develop any language skills, regular practice holds the main key to success.
However, only about more than 18% of the students spend time practicing their pronunciation
frequently at home. The proportion of students who do not practice frequently is comparatively
high. Especially, more than 20% of them rarely or never practice at all.

3.1.3 Students’ learning tools

As entering the university, almost all students are equipped with high-tech devices such as
laptop, smartphone, Ipad, and so on, to help them in the study process. Among these devices,
laptop is the most popular one. It is also the device that enables students to use a lot of services
with the most convenience. Besides, some students make use of both laptop and smartphone or
Ipad as these later tools provide them with more mobile usage.

3.1.4 Problems encountered by students while practicing pronunciation

When it comes to the difficulties that students have while they practice pronunciation, all the
participants claim that they often find themselves in troubles when choosing suitable materials
for pronunciation practice and checking whether their pronunciation is correct.

3.2 Findings from the tests: pre-test and post-tests
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Figure 2. The test scores of the experimental group

As shown in Figure 2, the pre-test results of the experimental group were extremely low. 32
out of 40 students scored under 5 point, 14 of whom scored under 3. The number of students
getting 5 to 7.9 points was very small, accounting for just 20% of the total. In addition, none of
those students got from 8 to 10 points. It can be said that the pronunciation skill of freshmen was
alarmingly weak. Results from post-test 1 indicated that although the average marks of the whole
group were still low when there was no good mark (from 8 to 10 point) and the majority of
students' scores was under 5 points, a better improvement could be seen. The number of students
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scored under 3 point decreased significantly from 14 to 5 students while there was an increase in
the number of students scored from 5 to 7.9 (4 students, which equal to 10%). This provided the
evidence that the application of Otter might be effective. To be more convincible, post- test 2 was
undertaken after post-test 1 eight weeks. The test results also pointed out the progress of students
in the experimental group after a few weeks. More than a half of the students scored above 5
points, in which there were three students got good marks (from 8 to 10). Comparing to the pre-
test's score, this figure experienced a tremendous rise of 42.5 %. Besides, the number of students
scored below 3 dropped to 2 students, which in comparison to the pre-test's score decreased by
30%. In brief, by comparing the result of the pre-test and the post-test 2, it was clear that a huge
progress in the pronunciation skill of students was achieved.

3.3 Findings from the interview

Together with the test scores, the results from the interview contribute to ensure the utility and
objectiveness of the application evaluation. The objects of the interview were 10 students
randomly selected within the group. From the responses of the respondents, all of them
considered Otter as a good tool to practice pronunciation as well as their speaking skill. The use
of Otter received the optimistic responses and appreciations from the respondents. Otter was
convinced to be one of the valuable and useful applications for practicing extensive listening.

3.4. Discussion

To sum up, the results of the research, reported by the questionnaire, the test scores, and the
interview, fully answer the two research questions. The questionnaire, pre-test and post- tests and
the interview employed to reach the conclusion, are in an interactive relationship. The findings of
the questionnaire offer a solid foundation orienting for the discovery of appropriate application
used in the experiment. The test results directly reflect the significant improvement of
participants during 15 weeks involved in the experimental group. In addition, the interview
contributes to confirm the positive effect of the Otter application by investigating participants’
opinions toward the application used. The results of the interview support the conclusion that
students could benefit a lot from the Otter employment.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, Otter is proved to have a great impact on students’ pronunciation in different
ways. This application would make a great contribution to students’ pronunciation skills as well
as speaking skills development if it is employed for supplementary practice. It is hoped that this
research will stimulate consideration of employing Otter both inside and outside of the classroom
to better support students in foreign language learning process. The findings of the study imply
that teachers and educators should motivate students to take use of the advantages of technology
both inside and outside classroom. According to Hammer [13], teachers should pay attention to
foster students learning motivation from which their love for learning could be developed,
accordingly they will feel more enjoyable instead of considering it a compulsory and tiring task.
Therefore, recommending and offering students new sources with the advantages of
technological support in order to reduce the unnecessary problems they may have in the learning
process is one of the ways to bring more inspiration, motivation and encouragement to students.
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