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PRODUCT AT A GLANCE
Product Type

Web-based application

Language(s)

Authoring interface in Arabic, English, French, Japanese,
Korean, Mandarin, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish

Level

Beginner to advanced (child to adult)

Activities

Opportunities to practice speaking, writing, reading, and
listening. Opportunities to create material that is authentic
and relevant to the user, from an entire textbook, to videos,
infographics, articles, and stories

Media Format

Video with an HTML5 interactive overlay

Operating System(s)

Windows and Macintosh systems that can support the
latest versions of current web browsers Chrome and
Firefox. Safari is not recommended. For iPad/iPhone latest
iOS application is required. Android app is available

Hardware Requirements

Mac or PC; will work on mobile phones. Integration via
Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI). Sound card, speakers,
microphone, and webcam

Supplementary Software
or Hardware

None

Documentation

Available from https://voicethread.com/howto

Price

Free account for personal use, to create up to five
VoiceThreads and 50 slides per VoiceThread.
Single Instructor license costs US $99 per year.
Site License: contact developer

Affiliation
Hazleton Campus, Pennsylvania State University, USA.
email: bxg19@psu.edu
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General Description
VoiceThread (VT) is a web-based application that allows users to create, share,
and comment on content and ideas via slides or documents, presentations,
images, audio files, and videos (VoiceThread, 2019). One of the purposes of VT
is to encourage linked or threaded collaborative efforts in writing, listening,
speaking, and comprehension tasks. VoiceThread can also be used to develop
critical thinking skills through the analysis, comparison, and evaluation of
specific topics and the expression of opinions. The tool is extremely versatile
and can be used in simple or more complex ways—such as asking students
to respond verbally or in writing to impressions or opinions about an image,
or asking students to upload videos, for example, of their daily routine, or an
interview with members of the community to discuss holidays. All the material is linked through slides on a timeline. These slides can be rearranged
and edited by both the teacher and the students if the teacher gives them
permission.
VoiceThread can allow students to explore their ideas and those of their
peers through tasks designed by the instructor that encourage students to
comprehend the material, apply new ideas, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate
their knowledge as they view the contributions of other commentators. Because
of the many functionalities of VT, it is difficult to cover all the possibilities of
how to use it in this review. The use depends on the needs of the instructor.
For example, in VT an instructor can assess general understanding of a reading passage by analyzing how students employ images to illustrate meanings
of the text. VoiceThread is also an excellent platform for students to listen to
each other, as well as to receive oral feedback from their instructor.
Comments in VT can be either directly placed on a design or task slide or
submitted as slides. When students’ responses are in the form of comments
on an initial design or task, these contributions are threaded in a timeline at
the bottom of the initial design. An example of this can be seen in Figure 1,
where the commentator is viewed on the left-hand sidebar, and the comment
made by each person is heard on the bottom timeline, which also records the
length of the comment. The basic features of VT can be seen on Figure 2 with
photos of a baby. By clicking on “Create,” one can upload slides that contain
any material such as text, sound, visuals, or videos. A series of comments
can be seen in Figure 3, which is an example of a global art exchange, where
art images are posted as individual slides and each one may receive specific
comments.
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Evaluation
Technological Features
Some of the salient points of VT are its ease of use, its reliability and availability on the Internet, the ease of navigation, and the effective use of addressing
learning styles depending on task design. VoiceThread is a web-based application, so it does not have to be downloaded to a computer. By entering its site,
(https://voicethread.com), an account can be created free of charge by simply
registering with an email address. The system opens up to the homepage in a
few seconds, where there is a one-minute tutorial on how to upload media from
files, how to create a slide show, and how to comment and invite people to view
the slides. On the homepage, there are also tutorials to adjust the microphone
to a Mac or Windows XP, as well as how to set up camera access using Adobe
Flash Player settings, which is one out of many possible views.
The VT system is stable and uploading/downloading speeds are fast. During
the nine years that the reviewer has used VT, she has not experienced any
crashes or stalls in the program. As mentioned previously, the system is compatible with PC/Mac, and because it is a cloud application there is no system
requirement other than an updated version of Google Chrome or Mozilla
Firefox.
Privacy settings vary from being viewed by a moderator, a group, or opening the thread to the entire world. The comments which students are required
to contribute to a VoiceThread can take multiple forms: text, audio, images,
videos, or links. A simple comment could be a written text or a voice recording that is uploaded directly to an initial slide. A more complicated comment
could be to upload a slide or series of slides prepared by the students, where
they can explain their understanding of the task by including videos, text, and
an audio explanation. Thus, VT can also serve the purpose of students creating storytelling projects and sharing them with one another. One of the most
user-friendly features of VT is the ability to upload recordings from either a
computer’s microphone system or via a free telephone call. VoiceThread will
ask for the user’s phone number and call them, so that they can record directly
to the VT platform without having to access a computer.
The screen management is simple and based on one introductory slide that
allows the user to Create/Upload, Comment, and Share, as seen in Figures 1
and 2, where the structure of a slide includes three bars: the editing bar, lefthand Comment sidebar, and bottom slide ruler. This is one of several ways to
edit a slide where the upper bar with the three horizontal bars allows “Edit/
Share/Export features,” as well as authorship, close captioning, full screen icon
and log in. The left-hand Comment sidebar shows avatars or images of authors,
and the bottom line captures recorded responses. The user navigates through
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Figure 1. Types of comments, including doodling, student responses, and corrections.

Figure 2. Basic features of VoiceThread: Create/Upload, Comment, and Share.

the threads by simply clicking on the arrow at the bottom left-hand side of
the slide or by using the green lower recording bar. Another way of navigating
through the responses is by clicking on the avatars of the commentators located
on the left-hand Comment sidebar. Users can use a Doodle tool to enhance
their presentation by guiding the listener or reader to the appropriate area
of the slide, which is a sixth way of making comments. The Doodle feature
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appears in a variety of eight colors, but red seems to be the most visible one.
These doodles fade unless the setting is changed to permanent.
There is mobile integration through applications from the App Store or
Google Play to capture and upload images from the camera, to record via a
phone call from the system to your cell phone, as well as to share VT and to
receive notifications regarding new comments. VoiceThread can be integrated
into many learning management systems (LMSs) such as Blackboard, Sakai,
Canvas, Desire2Learn, BrainHoney, and Moodle. This access can be given to
individual students by instructors who upload their accounts to create student
groups, or as part of a course enrollment where VT generates a group for the
course and adds users to the VT classroom group automatically if the LMS
allows it. Assignments can be linked to a gradebook, so that any grades sent
to VT are theoretically updated into the LMS, although the reviewer has not
been able to verify this process. For a site license, the technical implementation
of VT requires an administrator, who will integrate Learning Tools Interoperability—a standard protocol developed by the Instructional Management
Systems Global Learning Consortium—into the LMS. Because of its simplicity
of usage, students only require a few minutes of class instruction to record a
comment via text or audio, but more training may be needed to upload slides
as well as other media links.

Pedagogical or Authoring Features
VoiceThread offers user-friendly accessibility options, including icons or
images of letters that are easily understood without having to rely on manuals
or tutorials. There are accessibility features such as closed captioning, webcam
recordings, audio files, text comments for deaf and hard-of-hearing users, and
low bandwidth requirements, which makes it easier to use the tool even with
an unstable Internet connection. There is also an activity feed shaped as an
eye icon located at the right-upper left-hand side, which allows the owner of
the thread to track the activity of comments. Users are added with the Share
button in the upper right-hand corner. A Contact menu appears, and the user
can share either by a link or by adding the names and emails of contacts. Thus,
one can create a specific group with names of specific contacts.
One of the drawbacks of VT is the lack of synchronous activities, but in
order to still include synchronous language practice, students could be asked
to upload pre-recorded interviews which they conducted with each other or
with native speakers. Other issues are ensuring student-to-student interactions,
as well as evaluating comments from large classes. The downloading time is
inversely affected by the number of responses, so the instructor should limit
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the size of the groups within threads to minimize having to download a large
number of slides or recorded comments.

Teacher Fit (Approach)
There are three major factors that are believed to develop language learning:
communicative based tasks (Lee & VanPatten, 2003), feedback, and use of
authentic materials. All of these three components can be implemented using
VT. Beginning with tasks, we have examples of presentations, storytelling,
and debates in Figures 1, 2, and 3. The photos of the baby in Figure 2 could be
used by students to tell a story, to explain the actions of the child, or perhaps
describe the interactions between the photographer and the child. In Figure 3,
VT is used to develop cooperative projects such as the Global Art Exchange,
which is an example of art displays and comments by students in Romania
and the United States. This is an exchange program that was developed in
2009 and has involved a total of 65 countries (https://voicethread.com/workshops/tapping-voicethread-and-oneworld-classrooms-for-powerful-globalconnections). Debates about global warming or other issues can be discussed
via VT, as seen in Figure 4, where students were able to add their own images
or videos as part of their responses.
A second major component of a communicative classroom is feedback,
and VT is a tool that allows for the instructor to give both instructor evaluations as well as peer-to-peer recommendations to both individuals or groups

Figure 3. The Global Art Exchange as an example of a global discussion.

176     Learning Technology Review

Figure 4. A debate: comments are on the left, time recordings are shown on the
bottom slide ruler.

of students. For example, when preparing a debate, as depicted in Figure 4,
students were required to give a presentation and to analyze the presentations
of their peers by addressing specific points and explaining if they agreed or
disagreed using facts to give credence to their decisions (Haines, 2016). Feedback that is most useful to the learner is one that is “positive and constructive,
explanatory, and immediate” (Türel, 2012). With VT, both the instructor and
the students can comment on the material that has been presented by text
or orally, as soon as they receive a message from VT that a comment has
been made, which allows for expedient replies. With regard to the types of
explanation given, students benefit most when the instructor addresses the
comprehensibility of the message itself, and by asking the student to correct
or revise the answer. (Shrum & Glisan, 2005). Because of the plethora of comments that can arise in any given project, especially in one involving a debate
of arguments and counterarguments, it is crucial that the instructor organizes
the responses. For example, the instructor can make it clear that VT is being
used as a sounding board or initial practice before a class presentation. The
instructor could also ask students to listen to themselves and practice until
their oral presentation is as polished as possible and lasts no more than four
to five minutes. Another way to reduce the number of comments is to assign
a topic of debate or slide per group and comment in general on the ideas
expressed as a group. When discussing the commenting properties of VT, it
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is important to note that because these are asynchronous responses, students
have the chance to reflect on their answers, and they also have an equal opportunity to respond to everyone (Brunvand & Byrd, 2011), which helps to ensure
that everyone’s voice is heard.
The use of authentic materials, such as students’ drawings on various topics
as seen in Figure 3, Global Art Exchange, is important to establish that students
are exposed to appropriate cultural and situational information, as well as
material that reflects the details of life in a specific culture, so that the students
can learn within the context of the “other” society, and reflect on similarities
and differences between them.

Learner Fit (Design)
From the point of view of the learner, VT is a relatively easy tool to use because
of the intuitive nature of most of the icons and the simple layout of the application. VoiceThread is best suited to learners who prefer to use a mixed medium
of learning styles, especially analytic-global and sensory preferences (Scarcella
& Oxford, 1992). For example, in the various tasks proposed above such as
presentations, storytelling, debating, and collaborative projects, students may
prefer to give specific details and answers to questions posed in an interview,
story, debate, or art project. Other students might be more comfortable answering in a more holistic way, all of which can be easily accommodated in slides
on VT. In order to expand students’ points of view, users can review answers
by their peers to observe how both styles of answers, analytic and global,
might be necessary to comprehend a story, a debate, and a collaboration. A
simple doodle correction, as in Figure 3, where a student erases the incorrect
form of a verb in a sentence, can be a fun and motivating way to ask students
to interact with each other. In a more complex task, students could prepare
their own series of slides, in order to give a presentation about a literary text,
a discussion of a social issue, or an interview about a classroom topic. With
regard to sensory preferences, learners who are more analytical may enjoy
producing graphs and reports; students who are visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learners can produce videos of debates, artworks, or act out stories. The
transparency of VT assures that everyone’s efforts are recognized, in order to
provide accountability. It also allows students the flexibility of answering in a
learning style that they are comfortable with.

Summary
VoiceThread is a multimodal tool that offers the user many possibilities to
create, upload, and share material on the web in private groups, or to the
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general public for the purposes of communicative group activities based on
slides. It is intuitive, and slides are easy to create using PowerPoint or Word
documents with some restrictions. Since it allows for various media to be
uploaded, such as videos, infographs, graphs, photos, texts, and recordings,
users can communicate and discuss in various learning modes such as visual,
audio, and text-based. VoiceThread’s strongest quality is the ability to comment
via text, audio, doodle, as well as by active links and videos that aid in various
levels of understanding. Its greatest strength is its ability to encourage students
to share their knowledge via this multiplicity of media, and to engage them in
critical thinking exercises, from basic identification and recognition to a more
complex creation of new material. It has weak points in that, depending on the
task design, the mobile apps for Apple and Android devices do not always allow
users to download the information efficiently. The evaluation of comments can
be time consuming if it is not organized properly. Downloading presentations
may take some time, depending on the user’s bandwidth, and there is the issue
of addressing student-to-student interactions. However, if the instructor wants
to give students a chance to explore ideas through communicative tasks, give
general or individual feedback, create a record of student effort and provide
authentic materials that users can explore in a relatively simple application,
VT might be a valuable tool in an instructor’s language classroom.
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