Learn Chinese through Producing Video Clips 

Dongdong Chen

Seton Hall University
400 South Orange Ave., South Orang, New Jersey, USA 07079

chendong@shu.edu

Abstract
This paper presents a task which requires college students who study Chinese as a foreign language to produce video clips. The students involved in the project range from beginners who had little knowledge of Chinese to those who had learned Chinese for two years. Along the task-based learning theory (e.g., Willis, 1996; Ellis, 2003), such a task provides a natural context for language study, and creates a meaningful purpose for language use. This video making project motivates students about the learning, raises their learning enthusiasm, improves production skills, and enhances the learning a great deal. The results of the study will be discussed in regards to the task-based learning and the learner-centered learning theory.
Introduction
Foreign language educators have widely used multimedia materials in the teaching of a language. Research indicates that multimedia technology can effectively assist language learning, as it creates a better teaching and learning environment (e.g., Pennington,1996; Nutta, 1998; Herron, Cole, Corrie, & Dubreil, 1999; Herron, Dubreil, Cole, & Corrie, 2000; Lin, 2000; Bai (2003). Soska (1994) suggests that some learners react better with visual information, and some better with audio information; multimedia learning can provide multi-sensory communication, so that students are not forced to rely on a single form of delivery. Of multimedia materials, movie clips made available in the format of videos, either as interactive video or digital video tapes, serve as the main teaching resources to provide students with audio and visual stimuli. Since the introduction of video-based materials into the foreign language classroom in the mid-1970 (Garza, 1996), language learners have been greatly benefited by the advantages that videos can offer: (i) the valid and vivid actuation of language situation; (ii) a multilingual and a multicultural learning setting; (iii) a linguistically valid alternative to living in a real target language environment; (iv) being replayed as many as times as necessary; (v) engaging viewers’ imagination and interest (Wood, 1999). DuFon (2004) provides a range of additional advantages of videotape materials as versus naturalistic interactions and textbooks. 
Empirical studies have been conducted on the use of videos, either entire films or abbreviated excepts, incorporated in DVD in the second or foreign language classroom. For instance, Nutta (1998) found that the ESL students receiving multimedia stimulation one hour for seven days on English verb tenses performed significantly better than their counterparts who simply attended the same amount of time of regular class. Herron, Cole, Corrie, & Dubreil (1999) and Herron, Dubreil, Cole, & Corrie (2000) found that students of French developed better appreciation of the target culture with the assistance of video instruction. Shea (2000) found that students who used interactive video disc were able to complete their language learning tasks significantly faster than those who used captioned videos. Lin (2000) examined the efficacy of utilizing a learner centered approach in combination with a curriculum built upon video materials in ESL classroom. The study found that the experimental group of students demonstrated more significantly positive attitudes toward film-based instruction than the control group, and they had a better oral performance. Al-Seghayer (2001) looked at the acquisition of ESL vocabulary in two different annotation conditions, one having a video clip plus a text explanation, and one having a picture plus a text explanation, and found that the multimedia annotation mode enhanced a better effect. These experimental investigations have suggested that video materials can significantly empower the language teaching and learning.
However, getting students to create videos in the course of second or foreign language learning has little been reported. The author is aware of only one study, e.g., Gardner (1994), which required university learners of English for academic purpose to produce a documentary on the use of English in the community. Producing videos is a challenging task, which requires learners to have necessary language skills, creative acting techniques and cooperative sprits among many other things. Here task means “activities where the target language is used by the learner for a communicative purpose (goal) in order to achieve an outcome” (Willis, 1996, p. 23).  In the past decade, the idea of integrating tasks into the language classroom has been growing and developing into a task-based learning (TBL) theory (e.g., Nunan, 1989, Estaire and Zanon, 1994; Willis, 1996; Ellis, 2003). The theory holds that students will learn more effectively when their minds are focused on the task rather than on the language they are using. Bruton (1999) summarizes the TBL as “the communicate-to-learn orientation” with an assumption that the learning evolves from the social interaction process through the exchange of meaning and messages, different from what is called “presentation, practice, and production” (PPP), which is a process of “the learn-to-communicate orientation”, with a strong focus on language intake, correctness and fluency. 
This paper reports a study, which required college learners of Chinese at different levels to create video clips on assigned topics. The objectives of the study are twofold: (i) to engage students in a meaningful task so as to focus on expressing themselves in the target language; (ii) to make students interact with one another and learn the language actively. Having students complete a video production task is an extensive learner-centered, problem-solving task, which meets the requirements of Ellis’ (2003) six essential attributes for a task: (i) a task is workplan; (ii) a task focuses on meaning; (iii) a task involves real-world process of language use; (iv) a task involves four aspects of language skills, listening, speaking, reading, and writing; (v) a task requires cognitive process; (vi) a task defines a communicative outcome. Instead of concentrating on one particular structure, function or vocabulary group, this video production task enables students to exploit a wide range of language aspects. Thus, students are trained to develop a range of different communicative language skills. Through this study I will demonstrate how an innovative and extensive learner-centered video-production task can help students with their Chinese learning. In what follows, I will provide the details of the study, including the subjects involved, the requirements of the task, the procedures and the results. I will discuss the results of the study in the light of the task-based learning approach and the learner-centered learning theory.  
Subjects
Altogether 31 students participated in the project. They were matriculating students of Chinese at Seton Hall University, ranging from beginners who had very little knowledge to those who had learned Chinese for two years. These 31 students formed 11 groups on their own in accordance to the 11 topics, which will be discussed in the next section. Four groups of subjects, altogether 19, were beginning learners of Chinese; three groups, 6 students, were at the intermediate level, and the rest three groups, 6 students, were advanced learners. Of the 31 students, there were 3 Chinese-American students born in America (one introductory-level student, two intermediate-level students), one international student born in a Cantonese-speaking family in South America, and 4 Korean-speaking students. All the other 24 students spoke English as their mother tone with no background in Chinese or Cantonese.
In terms of the 19 beginners, except for one student completing one-year Chinese in high school, one speaking Cantonese at home, one having a short stay in China over a summer, all the others just started learning Chinese when the project was assigned, and they knew nothing beyond the phrases like Ni hao (How are you?), Xiexie (Thank you), and Zaijian  (Good-bye). For the intermediate level of learners, those were students who had studied Chinese for just one year, i.e., two semesters, amounting to 70 hours of study in the classroom. By the time when the project started, they had learned about 500 characters/words, and had mastered a number of structures like different types of general and special questions, and some basic sentence patterns. The so-called advanced learners had two years of Chinese learning experience, i.e., 150 hours of classroom study. Since they finished Practical Chinese Reader Book I (Liu et al, 1997) and Integrated Chinese Level 1 Part 1 (Yao et al, 1991), they were supposed to have known about 1,000 words, and known all the simple structures. 
Of the 31 participants who were involved in the project, there were 13 female students, and 18 male students. These students who had a wide variety of majors, such as accounting, biology, business, communication, diplomacy, psychology, religion, were from 18 to less than 30 years old in age. 
It is worthwhile pointing out that the video production task was very challenging for the beginners, as they just started learning Chinese. When the project was assigned, they were studying Chinese sounds. So for those students, the project was assigned with an intention to examine whether the task could avail beginners with their learning. In particular, the author was interested in finding the effect of the task upon the learning of Chinese with respect to different language proficiency. That is, whether the beginning CFL learners were able to learn necessary vocabulary and sentence patterns to accomplish the assigned task by working together in a group, and whether they were able to acquire the language forms required through working on this project. 
Topics
Eleven topics were outlined for students to develop their video skits. They were as follows: Greeting, Family, Dates and Times, Hobbies, Visiting Friends, Making Appointment, Studying Chinese, School Life, Shopping, Talking about Weather, Transportation. These topics were the themes of the eleven chapters from Integrated Chinese Level 1 Part 1. 
There are three reasons why the above 11 topics were chosen for this project. First, these topics are about simple and familiar things, directly related to students’ daily life, so students could easily find more to talk about without any difficulty. Second, Integrated Chinese Level 1 Part 1, one of the most popular textbook for college students in America, was being used by our CFL students at introductory- and intermediate-levels at the time of the project.  For the advanced learners, they had also learned the textbook before. Therefore, to all the participants of the project, the vocabulary and sentence patterns in the textbook could serve as guidance. Third, since one of our attempts to conduct this project was to develop teaching materials for future learners of Chinese, selecting the 11 topics from this textbook well served our purpose,  
Procedures
The task was assigned to all the participants on the first day class of Fall 2004 except for one group of beginning learners, who were informed on the second week of the semester, as these students were taught by another instructor. A time period of at least four weeks was allocated to each student, who was required to think and decide what topic to work on, and with whom to work on. A month later, students, gathered in groups, were required to submit their designing documents, which should contain such information as (i) what was the topic; (ii) who played what role; (iii) who was the team leader. After that, students brainstormed on the topic, developed ideas into schemes, selected right vocabulary and appropriate structure patterns to turn schemes into scripts. As the project was made to assist students in learning the Chinese language, students were required to submit their scripts to instructors or TAs to get the wording and the grammar checked before they started to be taped.  If a script was not satisfactory, students must revise or rewrite it. This way, writing and revising scripts became an important learning component in the whole process. 
The shooting of videos didn’t start until the middle of November 2004. Since students had different class schedules, and most of them also had to work after class, three different shooting dates were created for them to sign up according to their schedules. With this time arrangement, all the students had enough time to practice and rehearse. For the sake of convenience, the shootings eventually took place in a classroom rather than real live settings as planned before. However, to make scenes look as real as possible, students were required to bring in necessary props such as telephones and a computer for the theme of Making Appointment, an umbrella for the theme of Weather, etc. The videotaping was done by a media professional and her assistants from the media center, Teaching, Learning, and Technology Center, Seton Hall University. For each video clip, at least three tapings were made in order to achieve a satisfactory outcome. Altogether 6 hours of taping were completed for the whole project, out of which twelve skits, each having around 2 minutes, were eventually produced. 
Results and Discussions
Altogether 12 clips were produced, which were put onto a streaming server (For some reason one student who came after his group had completed taping requested to work on the same topic alone with some assistance from a senior student.). These skits were linked to a web-based Chinese-learning program, and integrated into Blackboard, a courseware application used across Seton Hall University, which students of Chinese can access anytime.
The initial purpose of creating this project was to provide students of Chinese with an opportunity to learn the language in a fun way by participating in, and working on a group project. This objective has been nicely met, as all the students, including the beginners, successfully produced their videos as expected. Some interesting phenomena have also been found throughout the study. I will look at the observations along the line of learner-centered learning theory and the TBL theory.
Willis (1996) outlines three crucial conditions for effective and efficient language learning: the exposure to the language, the use of the language, and the motivation in learning the language. To any foreign language learners, nothing is so vital than using the language. The question that arises for the instructor is how to get students to talk and use the language during the limited class hours. The current project exactly pushes students to learn and use the language with a clear goal – to complete a video clip. For the participants, in order to complete the task, they must learn required vocabulary and language forms, memorize their own lines, and cooperate with others in the group.  When under the camera, students tended to make errors or slips of tongue due to nervousness. When this happened, some students became aware themselves right away; some came to realize after being pointed out. But they all immediately requested to be re-taped. Making errors is an indispensable part of the language learning, but realizing the errors, and correcting them adds more valuable experience to the learning. The process of error making and correction effectively gave students time and opportunity to practice again and again without getting bored. For instance, one student kept saying Duibuqi (Excuse me) when being thanked in the dialogue. The student knew that “Bukeqi” (You are welcome) should be used in the context, but on the contrary, the other phrase was unintentionally uttered out instead. As a result, this particular portion was taped a number of times before it was finally satisfactorily done. The repetition in the end reinforced the right use of the phrase, which left the student a good memory of when to use what phrase in what context. The fact that students were conscious about their own errors, and were able to correct them, enhances the learning to a great extent. It effectively helped students to be cautious so as not to make similar mistakes again. This kind of self-awareness and self-improvement turns out to be far more efficient than a direct correction by the instructor. The repeated taping which forced students to act again and again assures that students were practicing and using the language actively by themselves rather than sitting there receiving a lecture passively. This kind of language learning reflects a student-centered learning approach (e.g., Harmon and Hirumi, 1996), and facilitates the learning a great deal. 
Both Skehan (1996) and Willis (1996) note that when students were required to report their task in front of the public, their accuracy of language forms is higher. A similar tendency was observed in this study. The students in the project took the video production very seriously, as they were aware that the end outcome would be put online for others to access. To make themselves speak well and look good on the video, students spend time revising their scripts, checking with TA’s or the instructor to ensure that what they wrote in the script was accurate in grammar. They also practiced lines many times, paying attention to sounds and tones, and even props and gestures. One example that might well illustrate students’ seriousness was seen in taping a clip related to the theme of Visiting Friends. As part of the plot, two persons, whom the host introduced to each other at a party, were actually the brother and the sister having lost touch with one another for many years. When the student who played the role of elder brother found his “younger sister”, he was so shocked that he fainted away, and fell down to the ground. In order to capture this dramatic scene, he fell down again and again without any complains until it was well taped. It would not be possible to have students act this way without a project like this. Research indicates that when learners are motivated about learning, and eager to try to explore new things for themselves, their learning is remarkably more effective (Oxford, 1990). 
Weimer (2002) emphasize that learner-centered teaching must focus on what the students are learning, how they are learning, the conditions under which they are learning, and whether students are retaining and applying the learning. One of the important principles for the learner-centered learning is the relevance of subject matter that students are learning.  The current task provides topics which students were all familiar with, and thus were interested in talking about. Because students found interesting things to talk about, they produced meaningful conversations, and they communicated as if it were part of their real life. At the time when the project was assigned, some students were doubtful whether they could do it; some even thought it a wild idea to proceed with such a task. But when the final product was shown to students, they were all surprised at the outcome: most of them were amazed by their own potentials and language skills. One student, upon seeing the video performance, was so excited that he requested the program be put on the internet so that he could share it with his parents and friends. Through doing the task, students became more confident in themselves about speaking Chinese and learning Chinese; some were greatly encouraged to work harder at the language. The fact that students developed confidence in themselves, and began to adopt a self-motivated attitude toward Chinese is exactly what the project aimed at. Greatly enjoying the valuable learning experience that the project brought in, one student expressed the wish that more hands-on work like this be assigned to them in the future semester. There is even one student who was considering dropping the course at the beginning of the semester when the project started. After the project was completed, the student decided to make early registration for the following semester to continue the course. 
Finally, having a curriculum integrating a video production task in one semester’s study  makes it so much fun and enjoyable for students to learn a language as difficult as Chinese, which possesses four distinctive tones, and contains no seemingly regular relationship between sounds and writings. It was refreshing that many beginning students, at the end of the semester, expressed their fondness of learning the language. Some said that they had not even expected to learn so much about the language within one semester.
Beneficial to students, the project also brought good learning experience to the instructor. In the following, I will summarize what I have learned from the teaching perspective. 
First, have full confidence in students, but provide as much assistance as possible. Bransford et al (2000) propose that teachers must pay close attention to each individual learner’s preconceptions of the subject matter. The implication for me by working on this project is that while the beginning students of Chinese in this project knew little vocabulary or syntax to start the task, they all knew English, or some other foreign language, and they understood what was required of them for the project. The knowledge of English or other foreign language may serve as the basis for learners if the instructor can help students approach the learning via their existing knowledge, and help them to associate what they know with what they are learning. How to achieve this is a challenge. But it poses a good opportunity for the instructor to explore. What I found useful while doing this project is to encourage students, and let them study and explore. In addition, make instruction and assistance available whenever they need it. The results of the study proves that when students were placed in a meaningful learning environment with an interesting task, and provided with right assistance, they tended to learn and make good progress.
Second, set up higher standards and expectation for students to meet. As students were informed that the project when completed would be put onto the website for future teaching purpose, the majority of them were trying their best. Good attitude and determination led students to do well in the acting and the speaking, which in turn greatly enhance the learning. I found that students were driven to work harder, if a higher standard was set up.
Third, give students more freedom to work on the project. The current task let students form the group, choose the topic, and write up scripts according to their own interest. This encourages students to become active and creative learners. I found the more that I trust students, the more they like to learn. Therefore, the more motivated they become. Through a post questionnaire survey, most of the students said doing the video project was a very enjoyable and effective learning experience.  
Conclusion

This paper reports a study that makes students produce video clips in the one-semester Chinese course. Students worked in small groups on topics they chose from a list assigned, and were filmed by media professionals. The entire study was a collaborative work involving students, instructors, TA’s, and medial professionals. Through this study I have demonstrated that this doing-it-yourself task offers students a considerable drive that pushes them to use the language being learned, and learn the language by using it. The student-centered project leads students to focus on learning by doing, practicing, and helping with one another. As a result, students not only learned Chinese in a fun and creative environment, but also developed confidence in themselves, raised motivation about the learning, and improved language skills. 

The study also suggests that task-based learning could be to applied to learners of different language proficiency.  
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