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ABSTRACT

This study designed and implemented a personal learning environment platform for spoken English 
teaching in a junior high school in China to improve students’ spoken English narrative competence. 
Altogether, 83 junior high school year one students took part in this study. The participants were 
divided into experimental and control classes for the two-month-long experiment. The personal 
learning environment-based spoken English platform was implemented in the experimental class, 
while the control class used traditional face-to-face instruction. Pre- and post-spoken English tests 
and semistructured interviews were used in the study. The data analysis revealed that PLEs has the 
potential to boost students’ learning motivation and enthusiasm and improve their spoken English 
narrative performance as well. This study advanced practical research of PLEs in junior high school 
and enhanced the theoretical research in spoken English teaching.
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INTRodUCTIoN

The Internet is rapidly changing the way knowledge is created, acquired, and used, as well as opening 
up new and promising avenues for education (United Nations Educationnel, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization & Tsinghua University, 2022). During Coronavirus Disease 2019, to ensure “school is 
suspended without suspension,” many schools started online teaching. Therefore, the dual impact of 
technological progress and public health events increased users’ demand for quality online learning 
platforms that can bring them authentic and personalized learning experiences.

As Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China stated (2010), “Information 
technology had a revolutionary impact on the development of education and must be prioritized.”
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With the rapid development of information technology, the Internet now stimulates profound 
changes in the field of education. Information and communication technology (ICT) held enormous 
promise for educational reform. For example, a well-designed platform could support students’ 
differentiated learning with technology while also promoting students’ overall development.

As stated in the Ten-Year Development Plan for Information of Education in China (Ministry of 
Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2010), “We should provide learners with an information-
based environment and service for personalized learning.” The development of adaptive online 
learning platforms has been proposed in our country’s education informatization development plan. 
Additionally, there has been a discernible integration of personalized training initiatives into national 
and regional policy documents, aiming to foster increased flexibility and personalized learning across 
all levels of education.

Meanwhile, as part of the new curriculum reform process, as the English Curriculum Standards 
for Compulsory Education (2022 edition) (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 
2022) stated, it was proposed to promote the deep integration of information technology and English 
teaching. In light of this, greater emphasis was placed on the reform of teaching and learning practices 
in the realm of educational informatization.

Furthermore, there is a potential to leverage modern information technology as a valuable 
support system for English teaching in accordance with the stipulations of the curriculum standards. 
Specifically, the curriculum mandates that junior high school students should spend a minimum 
of 30 minutes per week to engage in extracurricular audiovisual activities. In light of this, modern 
information technology can play a vital role in facilitating and enhancing such activities, contributing 
to the overall efficacy of English language instruction.

As a result of the swift evolution of the Internet, online learning has grown in popularity, and 
learning is no longer limited to the traditional classroom and a set period of time. Consequently, a 
growing number of researchers started to integrate big data and artificial intelligence technologies 
into the field of education.

The primary aim was to cater to a broader spectrum of learners with personalized and high-
quality learning resources and tools. The integration of information technologies in education has 
been going on for more than two decades, with learning management systems (LMSs) emerging as 
one of the most popular applications. Numerous Chinese scholars have attempted to apply LMSs to 
junior high schools’s spoken English teaching in recent years. For example, Zhang and He investigated 
the application of the Liulishuo app in junior high school English teaching, while Li designed the 
English interest Dubbing app to encourage junior high school students’ enthusiasm for spoken English 
teaching, etc. These applications facilitated online teaching and learning (Shen, 2018).

Table 1 shows the advantages and disadvantages of some spoken English learning software in 
China:

However, due to the challenge of designing tasks suitable for all levels of students, only a small 
percentage of students were actively engaged in these online learning platforms. Therefore, individual 
differences in learning were ignored, and students with weak foundations were unable to participate 
in class activities, particularly in spoken activities (Wang & Zhang, 2014).

Furthermore, teachers generally evaluate students’ performance by using unified standards, so 
students cannot be evaluated individually, which makes it difficult to pique students’ learning interests 
and foster their learning confidence.

Given these circumstances, the purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of the Personal 
Learning Environment-based Spoken English platform (PLEs-SE) on junior high school students’ 
spoken English narrative competence.

Thus, the following research question was posed:

Question: How does the PLEs-SE platform affect junior high school students’ spoken English 
narrative competence?
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CoNCEPT ANd dEVELoPMENT oF PERSoNAL LEARNING ENVIRoNMENT

The term “Personal Learning Environment” originally appeared at the Personal Learning Environment 
subsession of the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC)/UK Council for Educational 
Technology Interchange Standards (CETIS) meeting in 2004 (Liao, 2009). A review of the literature 
revealed three distinct definitions associated with PLEs: a PLEs as a platform, a PLEs as a technology, 
and a PLEs as a pedagogy. Each of these conceptualizations contributed to the understanding of the 
Personal Learning Environment.

As stated by Attwell (2007), when viewed as a platform, a PLEs is defined as a “collection of 
technologies and tools that enable individuals to construct, access, and manage their own learning 
environments.” A PLEs was defined in this definition as a platform or set of tools that enabled 
learners to customize and personalize their own learning environments (Manca & Ranieri, 2016; 
Wang et al., 2011).

The second perspective regarded PLEs as a technology. Schrader et al. (2019) defined a PLEs as 
“an individual’s self-selected set of tools and resources that support and enhance lifelong learning.” 
This definition emphasized the learner’s active role in selecting the tools and resources that make up 
their PLEs, while also highlighting the importance of lifelong learning. The authors further stated 
that a PLEs was a dynamic and evolving collection of tools and resources that changed over time as 
the learner’s needs and preferences evolved. Gritzalis and Politis (2015) proposed similar definitions.

The third category considered PLEs to be a pedagogy. Tsai et al. (2018) defined PLEs as “an 
individual’s unique and personalized learning environment that is built around his or her personal 
preferences, needs, and objectives and that integrates various learning resources, tools, and services 
to facilitate learning anytime and anywhere.” In this context, a PLEs was defined in this definition 
as a pedagogy or approach to learning that emphasized learner autonomy and self-directed learning 
(Blair, 2016; Koutsoudis et al., 2018).

Scholars have not only delved into the theoretical underpinnings of Personal Learning 
Environments but also have demonstrated successful implementations of the concept. Numerous 
educational institutions have undertaken a series of innovative endeavors in this regard. The University 
of Bolton in the United Kingdom pursued integrating social networking services with technology, 
while the University of Manchester in the United States explored the integration through the creation 
of desktops and networks. Similarly, Klagenfurt University in Austria attempted to create a Personal 
Learning Environment with integration. In the United States, the University of Mary Washington 
attempted to create a Personal Learning Environment for teachers and students using a blog system. 

Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of educational apps in China

Software Advantages Disadvantages

Liulishuo -Abundant resources 
-Multiple choices for students

-Lack of clear targets 
-Cannot match to learners’ levels

Daily English Listening
-Rich in resources 
-Free to choose the type of teaching materials 
-Support different accents

-No tests 
-Few types of textbooks

English Dubbing -Adapt to various teaching materials 
-Support dubbing and correction

-No scoring system 
-The dubbing effect is not ideal 
-Difficult

Dingding
-Announcements release 
-Good interaction 
-Support for uploading resources

-Cannot generate a learning profile

Note. Source: self-made by the authors
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However, in order to maximize the impact of personal learning, a balance must be struck between 
teacher control and learner autonomy.

Khoja and Shaikh (2012) conducted a thorough investigation into the role of teachers in Personal 
Learning Environments. They contended that technology was reshaping the teaching and learning 
process and that traditional teachers were incapable of providing appropriate guidance in such student-
centered learning environments. Based on Saadatmand and Kumpulainen (2013), content aggregation 
and knowledge-sharing activities in PLEs help learners to learn effectively.

In China, scholars attempted to combine technology with PLEs as well. Mou et al. (2012) 
stated that they investigated and designed the concept of creating a Personal Learning Environment 
based on cloud computing from the standpoint of independent learning and personalized learning. 
They successfully adapted the virtual learning environment model based on the eyeOS desktop and 
introduced modifications to align with the specific requirements of PLEs, resulting in a refined system 
function and structure. In addition, Yu and Zhu (2012) developed a cloud-based a Personal Learning 
Environment platform based on e-bookbags and conducted application research.

Furthermore, Chinese researchers investigated the relationship between PLEs and learner 
performance. Lu and Li (2013) carried out a practical study involving an iGoogle-based Personal 
Learning Environment and curriculum teaching application, employing the Web 2.0-based PLEs 
model as the guidance. This research ultimately concluded that the W-PLEs model could effectively 
improve learners’ professional learning performance, information literacy, and collaborative 
learning abilities.

According to the findings stated by Xie and Li (2012), a Personal Learning Environment can 
effectively enhance students’ knowledge management, knowledge building, and comprehensive ability.

Despite their potential benefits for learners, the implementation of the Personal Learning 
Environment in primary and secondary education has been limited. This constraint can be attributed 
to the following reasons:

• Technical challenges: PLEs often require a high degree of technical knowledge and skills, which 
may be difficult for primary and secondary school teachers and students to acquire and use 
effectively (Attwell, 2007).

• Lack of awareness and understanding: Many teachers and school administrators may be unfamiliar 
with the concept of a PLEs or may not fully understand its potential benefits and how to effectively 
implement it (Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler, 2013).

• Lack of support and infrastructure: PLEs may require significant investments in infrastructure 
and support, including access to appropriate technologies, high-speed internet connections, and 
technical support (Johnson & Liber, 2008).

• Concerns about privacy and security: PLEs may involve the use of personal data and sensitive 
information, which may raise concerns about privacy and security among parents, teachers, and 
school administrators (Buchem & Hamelmann, 2010).

• Institutional constraints: The implementation of PLEs may be constrained by institutional policies, 
practices, and norms, which may be difficult to change or adapt to new approaches to learning 
(Attwell & Hughes, 2010).

Concept of Spoken Narrative Competence
Spoken narrative competence necessitates complex and high-level cognitive activities. Students made 
their actions and events more meaningful by narrating them. There was no set standard for assessing 
spoken narrative competence.

In general, the macro- and microstructure of spoken narrative competence were examined by 
Wang et al. (2016). Previous research has also explored the link between macro- and microstructure. 
Westerveld et al. (2004) studied the spoken narrative competence of students aged 4–7 years old and 
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found that students over the age of 5 used longer sentences in story retelling than in picture telling and 
personal life experience narration. In another study, Heilmann et al. (2010) utilized picture books to 
assess the spoken narrative competence of students aged 5–7. They discovered a significant positive 
correlation between the total number of words and the average sentence length of students with the 
performance of macrostructure. Mills et al. (2013) conducted a study on primary students from 
Grade 2 to Grade 5, concentrating on the picture book narrative and personal life experience narrative 
abilities. Their findings indicated the significant differences in macrostructure performance of students 
in different narrative types. Students’ stories exhibited more expressive elaborations, while personal 
life experiences were narrated using more diverse words. Similarly, Lucero (2015) investigated the 
spoken narrative competence of primary students in Grades 1 and 2 using picture books. The results 
also revealed a positive correlation between students’ word diversity and the macrostructure of their 
spoken narrative competence.

Scholars in China have explored the connection between students’ personal life experiences 
and their oral communication skills. Wang et al. (2014) made an intriguing discovery, a distinction 
between students’ abilities to narrate personal life experiences and that of picture books. Obviously, 
students aged 3–6 developed their capacity to narrate their personal life experiences before being able 
to read pictures effectively. Pan (2017) conducted an investigation into the vocabulary development 
of students aged 3 to 6 and discovered that the number of different words used by students increased 
with age. Cui et al. (2017) examined the vocabulary level of 2-year-old students, discovering that girls 
exhibited more words than boys at this age. However, the gap between boys’ and girls’ vocabulary 
gradually narrowed with the increase in age. Liu (2018) studied the story continuation ability of 
students aged 3–5 and found that with the growth of age, students can tell more complete and complex 
sentences and use a more diverse vocabulary when they continue to tell stories. According to the 
review, scholars primarily focused on preschool children’s spoken narrative competence, with little 
research on primary and junior high schools.

RESEARCH METHodS

The study used a pre- and posttest and a semistructured interview to answer the research question.

Participants
The research and all experimental protocols were approved by the Academic Committee of the School 
of Foreign Studies at Wenzhou University, China. All procedures were carried out in accordance with 
the applicable guidelines and regulations. Participants in this study were informed about the purpose 
of the study and were asked to sign a written consent form. Participants were also informed that they 
could leave the experiment at any time. The identities of the participants and their responses were 
kept confidential and remain anonymous. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic in China, convenience 
sampling was used in the study.

Convenience sampling was a nonprobability sampling technique in which participants were 
chosen because they were easily accessible and available to the researcher. It was a popular sampling 
method in educational research because it was simple to implement and less expensive than other 
probability-based sampling techniques (Burns & Grove, 2010; Creswell, 2017).

The study included 83 Grade 1 students (aged 12–13) from two classes at a junior high school. The 
spoken pretest revealed no statistically significant difference in spoken level between the two classes.

Class 1 was designated as the experimental group, using the PLEs-SE platform. Class 2 was 
designated as the control group, using the traditional face-to-face teaching method. Experiments were 
conducted by two teachers using the same teaching material and schedule. The experiment lasted for 
2 months, from October to December 2021.
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design of the PLEs-Spoken English Platform
The PLEs-SE was developed with the aim of augmenting students’ spoken English narrative 
competence. This platform was developed based on Moodle. The resource in the PLEs was created 
based on the Listening and Speaking part of the Wenzhou Junior High School English Academic 
Proficiency Test. The last part of the test was chosen to be researched in this study. Figure 1 depicts 
the platform’s layout.

1.  Tests

These include a pretest, a middle test, and a posttest.

Figure 1. Assessment
Note. Source: From self-developed PLEs-Spoken English platform
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2.  Resources

Students in the experimental class can learn based on the results of their pretest. This section 
featured 43 English themes. Each resource contained relevant vocabulary, audio, and video, as well 
as some key grammar as shown in Figure 2.

3.  Weekly forum

Students can discuss the topic in the forum. They can share their opinions and read more ideas 
from their classmates

Due to time constraints, only one topic was chosen for each test in this experiment. Students’ 
learning records revealed that the average learning time for each student in the experimental class 
was 65 minutes per week.

During the 2-month experiment, three discussions were started in the forum, with a total of 96 
posts.

Research Instruments
This study employed a mixed-methods approach, including spoken English tests and interviews. 
The spoken exam was structured by using a question format based on the Wenzhou Junior High 
School English Academic Proficiency Test, with the content and themes related to junior English 
textbooks and school life. The tests were suitably tailored to the proficiency level of junior school 
students and intended to assess students’ language organization ability, spoken English level, and 
pronunciation level, as well as provide students with a platform to demonstrate their overall spoken 
English competence.

The scoring standard from the Wenzhou Junior High School English Academic Proficiency Test 
was used in this study, and students’ logic, fluency, and pronunciation were emphasized when scoring. 
To ensure fairness and objectivity, two master’s students were recruited as examiners in this study, both 
of whom majored in English and had prior experience teaching English in junior high schools. They 
were thoroughly briefed on the scoring standard prior to the commencement of the experiment. The 
tests were scored by the two examiners, and the average scores were used in the subsequent analysis.

An interview was conducted to further investigate the PLE’s impact on the main factors influencing 
their spoken English proficiency. The interview questionnaire consisted of five questions that aligned 
with the research objectives.

Appendix A contains the corresponding items.

Research Procedure
Convenience sampling was applied among 83 students. Class 1 was designated as the experimental 
group (using the PLEs-SE platform), while Class 2 was designated as the control group (using 
traditional face-to-face teaching). This research was designed in three phases:

In the initial phase, students, including the experimental and control classes, completed a pretest 
before engaging with the PLEs platform. Then, students in the control class continued to study in a 
traditional class, while students in the experimental class were recommended to appropriate levels 
of learning materials according to the pretest result. Following Krashen’s (1992) input hypothesis of 
the “i+1” model, that is, students scoring two points on the pretest were suggested to learn at level 
three. Students engaged in self-directed learning, freely accessing learning content, including audio 
and video resources on vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, sentences, and passages. This learning 
approach allowed students to study at their convenience, irrespective of time and location.

Next, students were encouraged to discuss in the forum after 1 week’s study, and topics were 
added weekly. The topics were usually provided by teachers. Such discussions provided students 
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Figure 2. Learning resources
Note. Source: From self-developed PLEs-Spoken English platform
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with opportunities for interactive learning and collaboration with their classmates. After 2 weeks 
of learning, a test was planned for participants, and they were regrouped to a suitable level, while 
students in the control class kept learning in a traditional way.

Figure 3. Discussion forum
Note. Source: From self-developed PLEs-Spoken English platform



International Journal of Virtual and Personal Learning Environments
Volume 13 • Issue 1

10

After 2 months, a posttest was conducted for control and experimental classes. The data were 
analyzed through Statistical Product and Service Solutions (SPSS) 23.0.

In addition to the tests, an interview was planned for the experimental class students. The 
experimental class students were divided into three groups according to their posttest performance. 
Then six students were randomly selected from these three groups to participate in an anonymous 
printed interview.

RESULTS oF THE EXPERIMENT

Independent Samples t-Test Results of Pretest Scores
According to the descriptive statistics of the pretest, as shown in Table 2, the average scores of the 
students in the experimental and control groups were 2.49 and 2.21, respectively, with a total score 
of 6, indicating a marginal difference of 0.28 between the two groups.

The t-test results, as shown in Table 3, revealed that Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances 
(Sig.) indicated equality of the variances for the pretest scores in the two groups.

Consequently, the t-test results of the assumed equal variances were examined, and its Sig. (two-
tailed) value was below .130.

Furthermore, the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the difference between the test variables 
contained 0, indicating that there was no significant difference in the two classes’ spoken English 
proficiency prior to the experiment. This result supported the decision to proceed with the experiment.

Paired Samples t-Test Results of Pretest and Posttest Scores
The descriptive statistics of the experimental class’s pretest and posttest scores, as shown in Table 4, 
revealed that the average pretest and posttest spoken English scores in the experimental class were 
2.49 and 3.98, respectively, reflecting a notable increase of 1.49.

Table 2. Group statistics of pretest in EC and CC

Class n Mean Std. deviation Std. error of the mean

Pretest
EC 41 2.49 .810 .127

CC 42 2.21 .813 .125

Table 3. Independent samples test of pretest in EC and CC

Levene’s Test 
for Equality 
of Variances

t-Test for equality of means

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(two-
tailed)

Mean 
difference

Std. 
error 
difference

95% Confidence interval 
of the difference

Lower Upper

Pretest Equal 
variances 
assumed

.171 .680 1.536 81 .129 .274 .178 –.081 .628

Equal 
variances not 
assumed

1.536 80.964 .129 .274 .178 –.081 .628
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The t-test, as depicted in Table 5, further revealed the significance of these results. The significance 
probability Sig. (two-tailed) of the two variables was at a significance level of .00 (<.05), indicating 
that there was a significant difference in the pretest and posttest scores within the experimental class.

Furthermore, the significance probability ranged from about –1.66 to –1.31, excluding 0, further 
emphasizing the substantial significance of the enhancement in spoken English competence.

In conclusion, using a PLEs platform led to a significant improvement in students’ spoken 
English proficiency.

Paired Samples t-Test Results of Pretest and Posttest Scores
The descriptive statistics of the pretest and posttest scores in the control class, as presented in Table 
6, showed notable outcomes. The average scores of the pretest and the posttest of spoken English in 
the control class were 2.21 and 2.93, with an increase of .72.

The t-test, as shown in Table 7, revealed that the significance probability of the two variables was 
at a significant level, indicating that there was a significant difference in the control class’s pretest 
and posttest scores.

The mean difference was about –.9 to –.5, with 0 excluded from the interval. This indicated that 
the mean difference between the pretest and posttest scores was statistically significant.

Table 4. Paired samples statistics of pretest and posttest in EC

Mean n Std. deviation Std. error of the mean

EC
Pretest 2.49 41 .810 .127

Posttest 3.98 41 .880 .137

Table 5. Paired samples statistics of pretest and posttest in EC

Paired differences

t df
Sig. 
(two-
tailed)Mean Std. 

deviation
Std. error 
of the mean

95% confidence interval 
of the difference

Lower Upper

EC Pretest — Posttest –1.488 .553 .086 –1.662 –1.313 –17.219 40 .000

Table 6. Paired samples statistics of pretest and posttest in CC

Mean n Std. deviation Std. error of the mean

CC
Pretest 2.21 42 .813 .125

Posttest 2.93 42 .997 .154

Table 7. Paired samples statistics of pretest and posttest in CC

Paired differences

t df

Sig. 
(two-
tailed)Mean

Std. 
deviation

Std. error 
of the mean

95% confidence interval of the difference

Lower Upper

CC Pretest 
Posttest –.714 .708 .109 –.935 –.494 –6.535 41 .000
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Overall, the control class’s spoken English level improved significantly after 2 months of English 
learning, but the improvement was not as obvious as observed in the experimental class.

Independent Samples t-Test Results of Posttest Scores
The descriptive statistics of the experimental and control classes’ posttest scores, as displayed in 
Table 8, revealed that the average posttest scores of the two classes are 3.98 and 2.93, respectively. 
This resulted in a notable difference of 1.05 in favor of the experimental class.

The independent samples t-test (Table 9) was conducted on the posttest scores of the experimental 
and control classes. Sig. is .742 (>.05), and it indicates that the variances of the two variables on the 
posttest score variables were equal. Therefore, the t-test results further revealed a significant level 
of Sig. (two-tailed).

Moreover, the 95% confidence interval did not contain zero, indicating that there was a significant 
difference in the average spoken English scores between the two classes following the experiment.

This set of data demonstrated that the PLEs-SE platform used in the experimental class produced 
remarkable results, with a significant improvement in spoken English performance compared to the 
control class prior to the experiment.

dISCUSSIoN

The results of the spoken English test revealed a remarkable improvement among students in the 
experimental class of PLEs. This notable enhancement can be attributed to several factors, which 
can be mainly summarized into three aspects, including clearer personalized learning objectives, rich 
spoken English learning resources, and diverse tasks and activities.

• Clearer personalized learning objectives

First, PLEs offered personalized learning objectives. Personalized learning objectives refer to 
the development of progressive learning targets tailored to individual student’s differences. This 

Table 8. Group statistics of posttest in EC and CC

Class n Mean Std. deviation Std. error of the mean

Posttest
EC 41 3.98 .880 .137

CC 42 2.93 .997 .154

Table 9. Independent samples test of posttest in EC and CC

Levene’s Test 
for Equality of 
Variances

t-Test for equality of means

F Sig. t df

Sig. 
(two-
tailed)

Mean 
difference

Std. 
error 
of the 
difference

95% Confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Posttest

Equal variances 
assumed .109 .742 5.067 81 .000 1.047 .207 .636 1.458

Equal variances 
not assumed 5.075 80.192 .000 1.047 .206 .636 1.458
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approach allowed students to experience a sense of accomplishment after achieving the goals of each 
stage, thereby stimulating students’ intrinsic learning motivation to better achieve the subsequent 
learning objective (Meng et al., 2022). In this experiment, three tests were conducted to facilitate 
the implementation of personalized learning objectives. The pretest assessed students’ initial spoken 
English proficiency, allowing them to select appropriate learning resources based on their performance. 
The midtest evaluated their progress after 3 weeks of learning so that they could progress to the next 
stage of learning. Lastly, the posttest was designed to assess their overall progress in their learning 
journey. These tests empowered students with the ability to make independent decisions about their 
learning objectives.

In a traditional classroom, teachers expect all students to strive for the same set of learning 
objectives. However, this approach cannot meet the learning needs of students at various levels. In 
contrast, personalized learning in the PLEs platform can compensate for this limitation by empowering 
students to take charge of their learning autonomy. By allowing them to independently choose and 
monitor their learning progress based on their learning preferences, students have greater control 
over their learning journey.

• Rich spoken English learning resources

The PLEs platform provided a plethora of spoken English learning resources, which was a critical 
guarantee for personalized learning. The enrichment of resources on the PLEs-SE platform involved 
two key aspects: first, it diversified the presentation forms of learning resources, which were no longer 
a single, static paper textbook but dynamic elements such as video, audio, electronic text. This diverse 
range of resources catered to students’ diverse learning styles and cognitive preferences (Patall et al., 
2008), which allowed them to choose the learning materials that best suited their individual needs. 
The second one was the enrichment of teaching methods. It was no longer a teacher-centered but 
rather a student-centered learning environment. Students were given a variety of learning resources 
that could meet their learning needs and learning styles. In a traditional classroom, this was time-
consuming and overloaded for teachers in the classroom teaching system.

• Diverse tasks and activities

Meanwhile, students demonstrated that they had increased their vocabulary, phrases, and even 
sentences during the interview. The pretest tendency to use simple words has evolved into a trend of 
expressing ideas with collocations and phrases. The variety of PLEs-SE learning materials, as well as 
the types of tasks and activities designed on the platform, all contributed to an increase in students’ 
accumulation of vocabulary, phrases, and sentences. Learning in PLEs can help students understand 
more English culture and gain different expressions, which was greatly helpful to their linguistic 
organization and logicality. The increase in the macro and micro aspects also had a significant impact 
on the improvement of spoken English.

According to previous research, there is a strong correlation between vocabulary knowledge 
and reading, listening, speaking, and language ability (Lehmann, 2007). The spoken English levels 
of the students were also closely related. At the same time, students can practice spoken English 
independently on the PLEs platform, including listening, imitation, self-testing.

Students became more familiar with the content and form of the task as they repeated activities, 
and they became more proficient in the required vocabulary and pronunciation, improving their 
fluency in spoken expression. This also confirmed the findings of some researchers who discovered 
that repetition improved spoken expression fluency (Zhu et al., 2014). Students in traditional classes 
practiced the language further through learning activities designed by the teacher.
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To summarize, the PLEs learning mode not only increased the likelihood of language practice but 
also improved its effectiveness. Students’ pronunciation and intonation can be improved to an ideal 
level with imitation and emotion regulation. Phonological imitation training can directly promote 
the improvement of Chinese learners’ phonological ability (Wu & Zhao, 2013). The PLEs platform 
provided students with a wealth of audio and video resources. Students can improve their pronunciation 
and boost their self-confidence by practicing imitation. They can help to reduce learning anxiety and 
improve pronunciation skills to some extent.

INTERVIEw dATA ANALySIS ANd dISCUSSIoN

To ensure the reliability of the coding process, the interview data were coded independently by two 
researchers. The coding was based on a set of predetermined codes and categories that were developed 
through an iterative review and refinement process.

After the initial coding was completed, the two researchers compared and discussed their codes 
to resolve any discrepancies and ensure the consistency and accuracy of the coding. This intercoder 
reliability process is commonly used in qualitative research to improve the validity and trustworthiness 
of data analysis. Table 10 indicates the categories and subcategories of the data analysis:

The data analysis revealed that students had a generally positive attitude toward the Personal 
Learning Environments, and they mentioned several benefits of this learning mode during the 
interview. Controlling their own learning, independent thinking, improved interaction, and more 
opportunities to practice spoken English are all advantages.

The PLEs’ favorable learning environment and flexible learning strategies can effectively stimulate 
students’ learning motivation. For example, interviewees stated:

“Flexible learning strategies have increased my interest in learning English... When I study in PLEs-
SE, I can take control of my own progress and learn anything I am interested in...” (Interviewee A)

Table 10. Categories and subcategories of the interview data

Categories Subcategories

Evaluation

Positive attitude 
Control learning 
Independent thinking 
Improved interaction 
More practicing opportunities

Learning difficulty
Simple operation 
Tidy layout 
Understandable learning material

Continuation

Learning autonomy 
Learning resources 
Flexible strategies 
Favorable learning environment

Adaptation
New learning experience 
Learning interest 
New learning method

Improvement

Rich vocabulary 
Complete sentences 
Accurate grammar 
Correct pronunciation 
Fluent intonation
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“There is enough knowledge in the PLEs-SE platform that makes me very interested in it and constantly 
challenge myself...” (Interviewee C)
“Some interesting English videos in PLEs not only gave me a lot of fun but also helped me improve 
my pronunciation. It is a good learning experience...” (Interviewee F)

This is consistent with Sun et al.’s (2018) findings that the flexible learning method can greatly 
stimulate students’ learning interests. Therefore, the trigger of learning interest increases the enjoyment 
of learning.

Furthermore, the PLEs learning experience improved the students’ spoken performance, 
including their pronunciation and intonation. Meanwhile, they have amassed a wealth of vocabulary, 
particularly phrases and even sentences, and they can use it more effectively and accurately. For 
example, interviewees stated:“My spoken English has improved a little, and I have corrected some 
of my pronunciation. And I can use the words more accurately when speaking English. Meanwhile, 
I can use the linking words...” (Interviewee A)“My spoken English has improved a lot, especially 
in pronunciation and grammar.” (Interviewee D)“I think I have made great progress in my spoken 
English. I have accumulated some collocations and can use some sentence patterns. And I learn some 
grammar... ” (Interviewee E)“...my vocabulary has increased a lot, and I can speak more sentences...” 
(Interviewee F)

In Zhang et al. (2020), they also concluded that if teachers cannot provide personal support, 
students’ performance would decline. On the PLEs-SE platform, students can choose learning content 
according to their own preference. Then they can make evident progress.

Finally, students agreed that the Personal Learning Environment platform was a new type of 
learning for them. They preferred this method of learning over traditional classrooms because of the 
PLEs platform’s learning autonomy and rich learning resources. Some interviewees, for example, 
stated:“The platform is easy and convenient to use, and the way of forum discussion allows me to 
exchange ideas with my classmates. It is the first time for me to communicate with my classmates in 
English, which is a great experience!” (Interviewee B)“The operation of the platform is simple and 
easy to learn. We can choose the knowledge we are interested in and learn it by ourselves. Besides, it 
also provides many extra-curricular resources, which saves a lot of time compared with finding them 
ourselves.” (Interviewee C)“When I just entered the platform, I was not good at operations. I did not 
know some words, but I learned them quickly. I like to read after the text radio on the platform, which 
is very helpful for my spoken English.” (Interviewee E)“At the beginning, I was not familiar with 
some operations on the platform, but I soon got used to it. The abundant audio and video resources 
on the platform have greatly helped my spoken English and boosted my confidence.” (Interviewee F)

Researchers, such as Jeno et al. (2019), pointed out the importance of learning autonomy for 
online learning. Other researchers claimed that there was a strong correlation between rich learning 
resources and language ability. Therefore, the improvement in vocabulary level was closely related 
to students’ oral English level (Lehmann, 2007)

CoNCLUSIoN ANd FUTURE RESEARCH

This study explored the impact of a Personal Learning Environment on spoken English teaching 
and learning in a Chinese junior high school setting. The findings indicated that the implementation 
of the PLEs-based Spoken English platform had a positive effect on students’ learning motivation 
and enthusiasm, as well as their narrative competence in spoken English. These results highlight 
the potential of PLEs as a pedagogical tool for improving language learning outcomes in secondary 
education.

Meanwhile, the PLEs-SE platform provides excellent external conditions for students to learn 
English, particularly in this age of lifelong learning. When learning through PLEs, self-directed 
learning is critical. Further research could look into the relationship between students’ self-directed 
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learning ability and their PLEs learning outcomes. Furthermore, PLEs platforms can be tested on 
other subjects to see how effective they are.

Finally, additional research methods, such as classroom observation and case studies, can be 
used to examine the impact of PLEs on learners’ learning motivation, effectiveness, and ICT literacy.

There are some limitations to the study. First, due to limited human and material resources, 
this study only selects two classes of spoken English for the experiment, so the small number of 
participants may influence the generality of the results.

Second, the experiment only lasts 2 months with spoken English as the subject, which may not 
be sufficient to explain the long-term effect of the PLEs-SE platform on other subjects.

More research is needed in the future to investigate the potential of the PLEs in high school 
education beyond spoken English. This study establishes a solid foundation for the practical application 
of PLEs in junior high school settings, and future research could broaden the scope to include other 
subjects, such as math, science, or social studies.

To improve the generalization of the results, future studies could consider increasing the number 
of participants from different regions of China or even different countries. Other research methods, 
such as classroom observation, peer evaluation, and tracking students’ learning behaviors and outcomes 
over time, might be utilized as well. Overall, this study will add to our understanding of the potential 
impact of PLEs on high school students’ learning motivation and narrative competence.

Future research could build on this foundation to investigate the efficacy of PLEs in different 
educational settings and identify best practices for implementing and utilizing PLEs in the classroom.
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APPENdIX A

Interview
亲爱的同学:

我们是个人学习环境研究团队,此项目旨在调查您再个人学习环境平台上的学习动机。个
人学习环境平台是“以学习者为中心,自主管控学习进度、参与各种社交网络以及使用一系列
网络协议连结系统、资源的个人管控空间。”

您的信息对我们的研究有重大意义,请您根据在个人学习环境平台学习体验认真回答以下
问题。您的答案将会被严格保密、妥善保管,非常感谢您的配合!

1.你是否喜欢我们平台?与之前的学习方式相比,你觉得平台哪些方面比较有吸引力?
2.你觉得使用平台学习是否有困难?主要是哪些因素?
3.如果有条件,你会继续使用平台学习吗?为什么?
4.你适应平台的学习方式吗?与传统学习相比,平台学习有哪些好的方面?哪些不足?
5.你觉得平台能够帮助你的口语学习吗?在那些方面能帮助你口语的提高?

APPENdIX B

Pretest score of EC

Number Score Number Score

1 3 21 3

2 1 22 3

3 3 23 2

4 3 24 3

5 2 25 3

6 2 26 2

7 2 27 2

8 2 28 3

9 3 29 3

10 4 30 2

11 1 31 3

12 2 32 4

13 3 33 2

14 3 34 3

15 3 35 2

16 1 36 3

17 1 37 2

18 2 38 1

19 3 39 4

20 2 40 3

41 3
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APPENdIX C

Posttest score of EC

Number Score Number Score

1 5 21 4

2 3 22 5

3 4 23 4

4 5 24 5

5 3 25 4

6 4 26 2

7 3 27 4

8 4 28 5

9 4 29 5

10 5 30 3

11 3 31 4

12 3 32 5

13 5 33 3

14 4 34 5

15 4 35 3

16 3 36 4

17 3 37 4

18 4 38 2

19 5 39 5

20 4 40 4

41 5
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APPENdIX d

Pretest score of CC

Number Score Number Score

1 3 22 3

2 2 23 1

3 2 24 2

4 3 25 2

5 4 26 3

6 1 27 1

7 3 28 1

8 2 29 2

9 3 30 2

10 3 31 2

11 3 32 3

12 2 33 1

13 2 34 3

14 1 35 2

15 3 36 1

16 2 37 2

17 2 38 2

18 3 39 1

19 4 40 2

20 2 41 2

21 2 42 3
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APPENdIX E

Posttest score of CC

Number Score Number Score

1 3 22 2

2 2 23 5

3 4 24 1

4 5 25 3

5 4 26 2

6 2 27 2

7 5 28 3

8 3 29 3

9 4 30 1

10 4 31 3

11 3 32 3

12 4 33 3

13 5 34 2

14 3 35 3

15 3 36 3

16 3 37 2

17 2 38 3

18 3 39 2

19 2 40 2

20 3 41 3

21 2 42 3


