
Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education         ISSN: 1759-667X 

Special Issue 22: Compendium of Innovative Practice    October 2021 
________________________________________________________________________ 

MSc student voices about learning together in an online 
academic conversation club: a collaborative student project 
 

Anita Fromm  
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 
Bolatito Adigun-Lawal  
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 
Stella Akinmoju  
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 
Nnenna Onyenucheya  
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 
Frederick Otchere  
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 
Victoria Udeh 
University of Hertfordshire, UK 
 

 

Keywords: Active Listening; Oral Paraphrasing; online synchronous communication; 

Covid-19. 

 

 

The challenge 
 

Conversations, to interact with others and exchange ideas, are important in higher 

education. The sudden shift to online learning caused by the Covid-19 pandemic has 

reduced opportunities for face-to-face conversations at universities in Britain (Dost et al., 

2020) and has led to students experiencing stress and isolation (Carolan, et al., 2020). It 

has been a difficult learning experience for many first-year students.  

 

Even in classrooms, many students do not participate as much as might be expected 

(Fromm, 2018). This may be because of shyness, which can be viewed positively or 

negatively (Ollin, 2008; Akinbode, 2015). In online learning, Grondin et al. (2019) maintain 

that communication difficulties are exacerbated because of poor connectivity and less 

noticeable non-verbal language.  
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The response 

 

To mitigate some of the difficulties mentioned above for groups of students, the tutor (first 

author) volunteered to facilitate online academic speaking clubs for groups of international 

students at a university in England. The aim of the clubs was to create speaking 

opportunities outside course content sessions to boost confidence in speaking, discuss 

ideas, improve participation, and make friends. To this end, the tutor decided to focus the 

teaching on Active Listening (AL) and Oral Paraphrasing (OP). 

 

AL can enhance group relations and empathy (Gordon, 1951; Bodie et al., 2013; 2015; 

2016). OP is a common conversation technique (Machi, 2018) and can help to clarify 

understanding in the workplace (Whitcomb and Whitcomb, 2013). AL and OP can be 

effective together in counselling conversations (Kuhn et al., 2018).  

 

Teaching in the clubs focused on developing these skills in an academic and friendly 

online synchronous environment using Zoom™. The students in one of the club groups 

contributed to this research themselves; in that this was a participatory action research 

project that was arranged in two cycles. The first cycle explains and practises AL and OP 

in six one-hour meetings. These skills are related to lectures and texts that the students 

choose to discuss during the sessions. After one of the breakout rooms, a student 

explained: ‘We took turns to paraphrase the paragraph orally using synonyms and our own 

words to then discuss and analyse it’. 

 

The second cycle of four two-hour meetings revises AL and OP and culminates in the 

students participating in a student-led small-scale qualitative research project about their 

learning of AL and OP. As students volunteered to attend the club outside lecture time, no 

preparation for the sessions or research project was set so the whole project took place 

during club meetings. This article focuses on the one club group, where both cycles have 

been completed. Ethics approval and programme lead permission were granted for the 

tutor, with an approved amendment to include the five participants who had consented to 

involvement. 
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Participants 

The five first-year MSc pre-registration Nursing participants were aged between 26 and 36; 

four female and one male; four Nigerian and one Ghanaian. English has been the principal 

language used throughout their education. They all arrived in England during lockdown in 

autumn 2020. Here it should be emphasised that none had met another tutor or student at 

the university in person until their first hospital practice placement in April 2021. The tutor 

inspired, guided, and taught the students (participants).  

 

 

The students’ project 

In breakout rooms, participants worked out the research question: to what extent, if any, 

do MSc Nursing students at a university in England actively listen and orally paraphrase in 

synchronous online classes during Covid-19 restrictions? 

 

This was conducted in May 2021 using a questionnaire consisting of open questions, 

written and circulated within the group only.  

 

Thinking about qualitative methodology and analysis took place in breakout rooms in the 

last two meetings with minimum guidance. The students wrote the findings and discussion 

collaboratively in breakout rooms at the end of the final meeting, which took about two 

hours with a couple of short intervals for tutor support and tips. 

 

 

Findings and discussion (in participants’ own words) 

Many issues arise with online learning that do not occur with in-person lectures. Many 

respondents reported issues with connectivity and a lack of face-to-face contacts. 

Distractions such as performing domestic tasks, interruptions from other online 

participants, and distractions from children at home, among others, made it difficult for 

some to concentrate. 

 

Several tactics were used by some respondents to reduce distractions. One person noted 

wearing headphones, another said they had to turn off notifications, and still another  

respondent kept their camera on all the time to keep awake. 
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Oral Paraphrasing is another approach that students can use to get the most out of 

lectures, whether they are in person or online. Students were able to understand and 

comprehend lecture subjects covered in online lectures, analyse various research papers, 

and avoid plagiarism when writing academic essays by using Oral Paraphrasing.  

 

In conclusion, Oral Paraphrasing is beneficial to listening more actively; it enhances 

communication between students when in breakout rooms, and subsequently also helps 

writing skills. 

 

 

Students’ recommendations (in participants’ own words) 

We would recommend using Active Listening and Oral Paraphrasing in online 

synchronous learning. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

The students’ recommendations are interesting because it confirms the tutor’s idea that AL 

and OP enhance communication and, most probably, participation. The tutor had not 

anticipated that OP would help with subsequent writing skills. For the tutor, organising 

meeting times and preparation was challenging in terms of time. 

 

The students’ findings suggest that Active Listening and Oral Paraphrasing can create 

speaking and learning opportunities in a supportive environment online. AL and OP appear 

to enhance online communication between group members in breakout rooms. The 

breakout rooms enabled the students to have conversations together without the tutor 

listening in, but the tutor could be consulted when required. It should be noted that the 

students were learning to communicate in an online environment and were learning how to 

research for their Masters for the first time. Some points in their findings relate to other 

online difficulties asked in the questionnaire. 

 

In conclusion, AL and OP can be beneficial techniques to use in online communication but 

their use in higher education requires further research. 
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