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12“What is this place?” – using screencasts 
to guide international students around 
the virtual learning environment

Michael Salmon1

Abstract

When using Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) on university 
modules, international students unfamiliar with such platforms 

face navigational as well as linguistic barriers. Short, intensive language 
courses may not spend time on VLE orientation and rationale, with the 
result that students do not receive clear guidance on exactly how to 
move around the site, and why. This paper presents a narrative account 
of a teaching and site design intervention which used screencast 
videos to show students narrated examples of page navigation. These 
screencasts could be accessed multiple times and were not limited to an 
induction phase of the course. Take-up of these screencasts was high, 
and reported problems with VLE navigation reduced.
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1. Introduction

Pre-sessional language courses are offered to prospective university students 
who have not met the language proficiency requirements of their degree 
programmes, often in an intensive six or ten week format. Due to this intensity 
and short duration, teaching students how to make best use of a VLE may not 
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be a priority for the course designers, and students might be reluctant to spend 
time “learning how to learn” (Mitchell, Stephens, & Cook, 2006, p. 74). On 
the other hand, pre-sessional courses at many institutions are huge endeavours 
with a large team of tutors and technicians involved, and the value of a VLE 
for coordination and communication has been commented on in a UK higher 
education setting (e.g. Read, 2016).

This paper will focus on a pre-sessional course in which the students were 
exclusively from China, and draw on literature relating to attitudes towards VLE 
usage from Chinese learners. Nevertheless, much of the below will be relevant to 
international students more generally, and to the principles of good VLE design.

Studies (e.g. Chen, Bennett, & Maton, 2008) have shown that for Chinese 
learners new to higher education in another geographical context, the use of a 
VLE can seem ‘doubly foreign’, in that both the confrontation with technical 
language and the practice of navigating around an educational webpage specific 
to a module are new experiences. However, it is also important to note that 
students from China, and international students more widely, benefit from the use 
of VLEs as a form of learning which is “away from real-time communication”, 
meaning that “the barriers of being embarrassed or being shy are partially 
removed” (Thompson & Ku, 2005, p. 35).

With these concerns in mind, this paper outlines a strategy for reducing the 
navigational barriers that VLEs can pose to international students unfamiliar 
with the online learning environments adopted in UK universities. This is based 
on a design approach taken on the University of Liverpool in London’s pre-
sessional course in 2018.

2. Approach

The use of video in a VLE has already been noted as a way to bring course 
content material alive (e.g. Hill & Nelson, 2011) due to its nature of a visual, 
kinetic medium as opposed to text or static image. In this teaching intervention, 
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however, and in light of the navigational barriers remarked on above, it was 
decided to utilise videos for the objective of orienting students, rather than for 
content delivery. To be specific, on many VLE pages a video was placed to show 
students how to navigate the page and explain the usefulness of the content.

These videos were screencasts of the page being used, meaning that students 
could watch where to click or move the cursor, while listening to the module 
co-ordinator explain the resource, give advice on its usage, and gloss its role 
in the course and relationship to other resources. Figure 1 below is an example 
of this. The resource in question is a link to a reading list for the course and it 
is accompanied by an embedded video. On playing the video, the students are 
shown a live example of someone navigating the reading list, commenting on 
the material, opening the links, etc. This offers much more detailed guidance 
on using the resource than the alternatives of (1) simply including a link to 
the resource or (2) including a link to the resource with a description or static 
screenshots. The kinetic nature of video is more engaging for students, less 
cluttered on the screen, and tackles the barrier often faced by international 
students of not knowing how to navigate VLE pages.

Figure 1. Example VLE screencast, reading list resource2

2. Screenshot, University of Liverpool in London pre-sessional VLE (Blackboard)
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It has been remarked that VLE design is often institutional rather than course-
specific (Ellaway, Dewhurst, & McLeod, 2004), meaning that the contents 
are set by policies outside the control of the module coordinators. The use of 
screencasts is a way to make the page more relatable for the students as the 
videos are specific to one particular course and linked (by voice) to familiar 
tutors. As learning objects, these screencasts are perhaps ‘disposable’ in the sense 
that they are designed specifically for one course’s VLE, and would look out of 
place or incorrect if re-used. This requires more time, but means that the objects 
can be designed more carefully (Cheal & Rajagopalan, 2007, p. 68). Figure 2 
is a screencast which was used to show students exactly how to navigate the 
Turnitin3 submission for one particular assignment, and therefore which could 
not be re-used – the converse of this is that various concrete recommendations 
and reminders could be included, which would not be possible on a generic ‘how 
to use Turnitin’ non-screencast video.

Figure 2. Example VLE screencast, report submission4

3. https://www.turnitin.com/

4. Screenshot, University of Liverpool in London pre-sessional VLE (Blackboard)

https://www.turnitin.com/
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3. Results and discussion

Table 1 shows the number of views of a selection of screencasts made available 
on the VLE. There was a cohort of 51 students on this course, so we can conclude 
that many screencasts were viewed multiple times by a large proportion of the 
students. However, it should be noted that the view count also includes tutors 
who might have watched the screencast, and that these figures do not necessarily 
reflect the video being viewed in its entirety.

Table 1. View count for screencast videos
Resource/Feature Number of views of screencast showing 

how to navigate the resource
Turnitin hand-in 445
Learning on screen 509
The academic word list 449
Accessing the Financial Times 208
How to access TED Talks 148
Using Quizlet 210
Task on Blackboard discussion board 566

Here are some of the observed benefits of using screencasts in this way:

• Better navigation on the page: as remarked above, international students 
in an unfamiliar education setting can fall back on narrated guides to 
know how and why the resources should be used.

• Reduced ‘troubleshooting’: the video guides save time spent instructing 
students on how to use the pages. For instance, all submissions to 
Turnitin were made without issues, which can otherwise be a source of 
stress at the deadline.

• Increased personalisation: through narration and specificity of content, 
the students are left in little doubt that the resources available on the 
VLE have been precisely selected for them and their context.
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4. Conclusions

Using narrated screencasts to help orient students who are unfamiliar with how 
VLEs are used by an institution proved an interesting way to present resources 
to students and guide and encourage their effective use, and this technique is 
certainly worthy of more investigation. In particular, gathering more qualitative 
feedback on student responses will be a logical next step, as the above 
intervention was done quite informally and relies on simple view counts and 
anecdotal evidence of efficacy.

References

Cheal, C., & Rajagopalan, B. (2007). A taxonomy showing relationships between digital 
learning objects and instructional design. In A. Koohang & K. Harman (Eds), Learning 
objects and instructional design (pp. 59-88). Informing Science Press. 

Chen R. T.-H., Bennett, S., & Maton, K. (2008). The adaptation of Chinese international 
students to online flexible learning: two case studies. Distance Education, 29(3), 307-323. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587910802395821

Ellaway, R., Dewhurst, D., & McLeod, H. (2004). Evaluating a virtual learning environment 
in the context of its community of practice. ALT-J, 12(2), 125-145. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0968776042000216192

Hill, J., & Nelson, M. (2011). Evaluating the perceived effectiveness of video podcasts 
as a learning resource for geography. Planet, 24(1), 76-82. https://doi.org/10.11120/
plan.2011.00240076

Mitchell, P., Stephens, C., & Cook, A. (2006). E-tutor support for inducting distance-learning 
students. In A. Cook, K. A. Macintosh & B. S. Rushton (Eds), Supporting students: early 
induction (pp. 73-90). University of Ulster Press.

Read, D. (2016). Using technology to manage a pre-sessional: part 1 – managing information. 
http://learningtechnologiesineap.org/using-technology-to-manage-a-pre-sessional-part-
1-managing-information/

Thompson, L., & Ku, H. (2005). Chinese graduate students’ experience and attitudes 
toward online learning. Educational Media International, 42(1) 33-47. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09523980500116878

https://doi.org/10.1080/01587910802395821
https://doi.org/10.1080/0968776042000216192
https://doi.org/10.1080/0968776042000216192
https://doi.org/10.11120/plan.2011.00240076
https://doi.org/10.11120/plan.2011.00240076
http://learningtechnologiesineap.org/using-technology-to-manage-a-pre-sessional-part-1-managing-information/
http://learningtechnologiesineap.org/using-technology-to-manage-a-pre-sessional-part-1-managing-information/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523980500116878
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523980500116878


Published by Research-publishing.net, a not-for-profit association
Voillans, France, info@research-publishing.net

© 2019 by Editors (collective work)
© 2019 by Authors (individual work)

New educational landscapes: innovative perspectives in language learning and technology
Edited by Alessia Plutino, Kate Borthwick, and Erika Corradini

Publication date: 2019/07/10

Rights: the whole volume is published under the Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives International 
(CC BY-NC-ND) licence; individual articles may have a different licence. Under the CC BY-NC-ND licence, 
the volume is freely available online (https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2019.36.9782490057481) for anybody to 
read, download, copy, and redistribute provided that the author(s), editorial team, and publisher are properly cited. 
Commercial use and derivative works are, however, not permitted.

Disclaimer: Research-publishing.net does not take any responsibility for the content of the pages written by the 
authors of this book. The authors have recognised that the work described was not published before, or that it 
was not under consideration for publication elsewhere. While the information in this book is believed to be true 
and accurate on the date of its going to press, neither the editorial team nor the publisher can accept any legal 
responsibility for any errors or omissions. The publisher makes no warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to 
the material contained herein. While Research-publishing.net is committed to publishing works of integrity, the 
words are the authors’ alone.

Trademark notice: product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for 
identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Copyrighted material: every effort has been made by the editorial team to trace copyright holders and to obtain 
their permission for the use of copyrighted material in this book. In the event of errors or omissions, please notify 
the publisher of any corrections that will need to be incorporated in future editions of this book.

Typeset by Research-publishing.net
Cover design by © Raphaël Savina (raphael@savina.net)

ISBN13: 978-2-490057-48-1 (Ebook, PDF, colour)
ISBN13: 978-2-490057-49-8 (Ebook, EPUB, colour)
ISBN13: 978-2-490057-47-4 (Paperback - Print on demand, black and white)
Print on demand technology is a high-quality, innovative and ecological printing method; with which the book is 
never ‘out of stock’ or ‘out of print’.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.
A cataloguing record for this book is available from the British Library.

Legal deposit, UK: British Library.
Legal deposit, France: Bibliothèque Nationale de France - Dépôt légal: juillet 2019.

https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2019.36.9782490057481

