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Previously, language teaching has been focused on the passive learning of the alphabet. In addition, the research on teaching listening and speaking skills was limited. Listening skill is the key to learning a language, and speaking is the first explicit behavior of language. In order to improve language skills which are emphasized in new curriculum guidelines, student-centered thematic language teaching is considered as valuable. Through this, the concepts of multiple intelligences and curriculum integration were re-emphasized. An experimental design was adopted in the current study. This study was conducted with the participation of 224 students from the Department of Multimedia Design in universities in the south of Taiwan. The research data were collected between September 2021 and December 2021. The implementation process took 16 weeks (a total of 48 h) of thematic language teaching. The research results revealed 1. significant positive effects of thematic language teaching on listening, 2. significant positive effects of thematic language teaching on speaking skill, and 3. significant negative effects of thematic language teaching on learning anxiety. According to the results, it is expected that this study can help multimedia design students improve their listening and speaking skills as well as core language skills.
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Introduction

Under the information explosion in the global village with complicated and close connections of worldwide networks, English, as a lingua franca, becomes an important skill to enter the global world. Solgi and Tafazoli (2018) suggested that children learn a language in a natural context by first listening to the target language, paying conscious attention to the language, and then trying to express themselves in the target language after a period of contact. Listening skill is the first challenge in the process of language learning. Sälzer and Roczen (2018) indicated that language learning begins with communication experience. Adults stimulate children’s language acquisition device through different sounds, expressions, or movements. The children are constantly encouraged to speak and communicate. In this way, they learn new vocabulary. For this reason, listening and speaking play a crucial role at the beginning of language learning. Lin and Tseng (2020) pointed out that English classes used to focus on textbooks. They also stated that the emphasis on English teaching was more on vocabulary learning, while the training of English listening and speaking skills was not in the spotlight. The teaching content or materials were disconnected from real life, and students received little language stimulation. Therefore, without rich vocabulary and the lack of authentic situations, it became more difficult to use language to communicate. Blazar (2015) suggested listening and speaking skills as the keys to learning good English. To improve the effectiveness of English learning, listening and speaking problems should be overcome. English learning strategies are classified into direct strategies and indirect strategies. According to past scholars’ research and classification of language strategies, Oxford (1990) classified language learning strategies into direct and indirect strategies. The former referred to strategies directly related to learning itself and target language, including memory strategies, cognitive strategies, and compensation strategies. The latter referred to strategies to help and manage language learning, containing metacognitive strategies, affective strategies, and social strategies. Listening is the key to learning a language, and speaking is the first explicit behavior of language (Maulana et al., 2020). In order to improve language skills which are emphasized in new curriculum guidelines, student-centered thematic language teaching is considered as valuable. Through this, the concepts of multiple intelligences and curriculum integration were re-emphasized.

Thematic teaching has been hotly debated in education in recent years. This teaching method refers to a student-centered learning model, in which teachers and students discuss a learning topic that corresponds to students’ learning experiences or life backgrounds. During these discussions, they combine knowledge and skills from different areas, and explore and discuss the practical application. Teachers provide scaffolding through multiple instructional activity designs and teaching strategies, and they arrange flexible learning hours and learning content to meet the learning needs of students and achieve the best of learning effectiveness (Bezerra Fagundes, 2016). In this process, the interaction between teachers and students is emphasized to provide a comprehensive learning experience. Thematic teaching emphasizes awareness, communication and interaction, and teamwork. By doing so, it aims to achieve “spontaneity, interaction, and common good” (Haryanto et al., 2018). Thematic learning allows students to explore the real world, identify problems, and continue to search for solutions. The openness of students to participate in the curriculum design allows teachers to recognize the shortcomings and promote active learning. It is expected that through interaction with teachers, students’ thinking, communication, collaboration, and interdisciplinary skills will be improved to survive in the ever-changing world (Chen and Chang, 2018). Finland, leading the education trend, proposed Grade 1–9 new curriculum guidelines in 2016, stressing on phenomenon-based learning and allowing students exploring the real world, discovering problems, and further finding out solutions. Meanwhile, students were open to participate in the curriculum design for students knowing the insufficiency, enhancing active learning, as well as cultivating the thinking and communication, collaboration, and interdisciplinary ability through the interaction with teachers in order to face the constantly updated future world (Huang, 2018). Nevertheless, most previous research on thematic teaching discussed the overall planning of instruction and the preparation of activities (Romanova, 2017). In addition, the considerations in thematic teaching design were also at the forefront (Chumdari and Budiyono, 2018; Hennessey et al., 2018). This study can fill in a gap in the literature by providing concrete evidence. In this respect, with the expectation of helping multimedia design, students improve their listening and speaking skills and develop their core language skills.



Literature review and hypothesis

Yeh and Lan (2018) stated that story-based thematic language teaching can improve students’ listening comprehension, learning attitude, and language learning outcomes. Story-based thematic language teaching can promote students’ interests and teacher-student interaction, improve students’ listening comprehension skills, reduce learning anxiety, and promote listening motivation. Students stated that song-based thematic language teaching enabled them to learn more vocabulary and helped them to memorize vocabulary effectively. Wardani et al. (2020a) mentioned that using video-based thematic language teaching can enhance students’ listening comprehension and learning attitude. When using video-based thematic language teaching, the content of the topic and the collaboration with peers should be properly adjusted according to the level of students. The students who were taught in the target language performed better in listening comprehension than the students who were taught with the traditional methods. Therefore, teaching in the target language was accepted and preferred by students. Normand and Burji (2020) pointed out the positive effect of thematic language teaching on learning attitude toward listening and on willingness to actively receive positive feedback. Thematic language teaching can reduce students’ learning anxiety, but does not help much with listening. During listening comprehension development, vocabulary input affects learners’ information processing in listening comprehension. Teaching in context can motivate learners to practice and promote their comprehension. Learners’ interests or life experiences were also taken into consideration when selecting the learning content for listening comprehension in order to promote the development of listening comprehension and positively influence learners’ motivation and interest in listening comprehension. Accordingly, the following hypothesis was proposed in this study.


H1: Phenomenon-based English teaching method presents significant effects on English listening.

H1-0: Phenomenon-based English teaching method shows remarkably negative effects on English listening.

H1-1: Phenomenon-based English teaching method reveal notably positive effects on English listening.
 

Lan and Liao (2018) considered that thematic language teaching can promote learners’ speaking and communication skills, learning attitude, and listening motivation. They added that it enables textbook publishers to design teaching materials that suit better to real-life communication situations. Sari et al. (2019) explained the factors that negatively affect students’ speaking acquisition as the focus on reading and writing, and lack of opportunities to use the target language. In the traditional language classrooms, most speaking activities are mechanical drills and lack meaningful communication and interaction. However, the use of thematic language teaching can improve students’ speaking skill, and meaningful teaching plays a primary role in the enhancement of students’ speaking skill. Ahn et al. (2019) stated that the use of thematic language teaching can promote G4 students’ speaking skills. In the task completion process, intensive use of language can enhance pupils’ speaking skills. The learning activities in thematic language teaching can improve students’ speaking performance, correctness, and emotional expression as well as promote students’ learning interests. Therefore, the following hypothesis was proposed in this study.


H2: Phenomenon-based English teaching method appears significant effects on English speaking ability.

H2-0: Phenomenon-based English teaching method presents remarkably negative effects on English speaking ability.

H2-1: Phenomenon-based English teaching method shows notably positive effects on English speaking ability.
 

Wu (2018) indicated that thematic language teaching can promote learners’ speaking and communication skills, learning attitude, and listening motivation. In addition, the publishers are forced to design teaching materials that are in line with the real communication situations and help reduce learners’ learning anxiety. Wardani et al. (2020b) stated that a thematic language instruction curriculum includes diverse teaching styles and methods to enrich students’ learning experience and improve students’ learning outcomes. Game elements can facilitate students’ learning in thematic language teaching. Through gaming, students with different learning achievement levels can reach significant effectiveness in thematic language teaching and their learning anxiety can be reduced. Moreno Martínez et al. (2018) mentioned that thematic learning can support cognitive, affective, subject-specific, and interdisciplinary learning, in addition to developing applications for life, and solving problems. Students had positive attitudes toward thematic learning and believed that the learning content is better organized and integrated to support learning. Students felt that the selection of themes was suitable for their level and interests which, in turn, improved their listening motivation and reduced their learning anxiety. As a result, the following hypothesis was proposed in this study.


H3: Phenomenon-based English teaching method reveals significant effects on learning anxiety.

H3-0: Phenomenon-based English teaching method appears remarkably positive effects on learning anxiety.

H3-1: Phenomenon-based English teaching method reveals notably negative effects on learning anxiety.
 



Methodology


Measurement of research variables


Listening skill

Following Hsu’s (2019) viewpoint that the focus of listening evaluation was on students’ vocabulary meaning, sentence, and simple dialog comprehension. The listening comprehension was evaluated through the selective listening, completing forms, paraphrasing sentences, delivering picture information, answering questions, role-playing, or gaming.



Speaking skill

Referring to the evaluation of learners’ speaking skill as proposed by Chang and Lin (2019), learners’ pronunciation was evaluated through imitation and repetition of vocabulary. The recitation of sentences can help the teacher to understand learners’ mastery of tone and rhythm as well as their fluency. Short answers and dialog can be used to evaluate learners’ context comprehension and completion of effective communication.



Learning anxiety

Following Lin and Tseng (2020), learning anxiety was defined as the negative emotions such as discomfort, nervousness, and worry in students’ language learning process that affect their learning performance. According to the study of Horwitz et al. (1986), learning anxiety is measured as a whole.




Participants of the study

This study was conducted with the participation of 224 students from the Department of Multimedia Design in universities in the south of Taiwan. The implementation process took 16-week (a total of 48 h) of thematic language teaching. An experimental class was conducted through thematic language teaching, and the other class went on with the traditional teaching model for the one-semester experimental research. The retrieved questionnaire data were analyzed with SPSS. Analysis of variance was applied to test the hypotheses.



Instructional design

In the 16-week experimental teaching, the data collection period was between September 2021 and December 2021. The explanation of the process, grouping method, and evaluation standards was done in the first week. The course schedule with thematic language teaching was followed from the second week. Finally, a general revision was conducted in the last week. Traditional teaching model is also preceded the course explanation, grouping method, and evaluation standard. The teaching starts from the second week as scheduled, and the general review is preceded in the last week.

In this study, a 16-week thematic teaching curriculum was implemented. The basic ideas of conceptual thematic teaching with the theory of English listening and speaking skills, student orientation with teacher support, emphasis on students’ learning background, and students’ interests are considered as the theme. In the research process, two thematic teaching activities were implemented, which are “animals,” with the theme of “animals” and “feelings,” with the theme of “emotion.” Two thematic teaching activities are preceded in the research process, including Animals, with “animal” as the theme, and “Feelings,” with “feeling” as the theme. The teaching experiment is preceded for 16 weeks; animals is preceded in the first 8 weeks, and feelings is preceded in the last 8 weeks. Each theme was implemented for 8 weeks, with a total of 24 sessions of instructional activity. Each main theme is accompanied with small topic discussions so that students can apply learning strategies for the acquisition of listening and speaking skills with teacher support.

Both thematic teaching and English learning theory emphasize authentic problems as learning content taking into account students’ interests and background knowledge. For this reason, Themes matching students’ learning interests and needs are selected for the self-designed materials, with the combination of rhythms and picture book stories with high repetition (How do you feel?). Songs from YouTube and self-made teaching texts were used in the implementation. The different learning styles which included group discussion, report, singing, and dancing were used to teach the two major themes. The “Animals” and “Feelings” themes were applied to improve students’ listening and speaking skills. In this study, the traditional teaching model was implemented by the traditional model of teachers who narrate textbooks.

The teaching process includes the following steps. (1) Revealing learning theme: Students are clearly informed the learning theme and course orientation to understand the course content and be attracted the interests as much as possible. The learning theme was determined based on the researcher’s investigation and observation in order to align the learning theme with the students’ interests. (2) Triggering motivation: Attracting students’ attention through pictures, stories, or songs to increase their motivation to learn. Through brainstorming and sharing between teachers and students, various theme-related learning materials were created organized, and classified to determine the sub-topics for discussions. (3) Getting into instructional activity: Multiple methods such as teacher lectures, class discussions, teamwork, hand painting, body movements, and presentation were used so that students can repeatedly practice listening and speaking skills while exploring the theme. (4) Evaluation and feedback: Teachers gave positive feedback on students’ presentations and integrated the thematic concept into the classroom.

Quantitative test is utilized for collecting data, which are objectively and justly interpreted and analyzed for the completion.

1. Worksheet: According to the demands for the course content, different worksheets are designed to check students’ listening and speaking learning conditions. The content combines thematic teaching and English listening and speaking evaluation.

2. Paper-and-pencil test and performance evaluation: In order not to have text reading become an obstacle for listening tests, the questions are presented with pictures to confirm pupils’ English listening learning performance. In terms of English speaking, the self-designed speaking evaluation questions are tested one-on-one between the teacher and the student. A self-designed speaking sheet for communication and interaction in English is also used for collecting students’ learning condition in speaking.

The measurement of listening comprehension and speaking skills in this study was conducted using worksheets, paper-and-pencil tests, and performance evaluation. Assessment refers to the teacher’s evaluation of the students, which is coded in statistics into very good (scored 81–100), good (scored 61–80), ordinary (scored 41–60), slightly low (scored 21–40), and extremely low (scored 0–20). These are shown in Likert scale as very good 5, good 4, ordinary 3, slightly low 2, and extremely low 1. Regarding learning anxiety, students filled out the learning anxiety scale after completing the course.

The learning anxiety scale in this study contains the following items. (1) I am not confident in speaking English in class. (2) I do not understand others’ (teachers or classmates) spoken English because I am nervous. (3) I am worried that I will not speak good English in class. (4) I am worried about giving wrong answers in English class. (5) I am afraid that I cannot understand what the teacher says in English class. (6) I feel shy and uncomfortable to speak English in front of my classmates. (7) I am afraid of speaking to the teacher in English. (8) I am worried about my weak English listening skills in tests. (9) I am worried that I cannot answer the questions in English tests because I read too slow. (10) I am nervous and frustrated because I do not understand the grammar in English tests. (11) I am worried about English tests even though I am well prepared. (12) I worried about questions that I cannot answer in English tests. (13) I am stressed in English tests because of the grammar rules. (14) I feel anxious when the English teacher corrects my English at any time. (15) I worried about failing English. (16) I am worried that people will laugh at my spoken English in English class. (17) I am ashamed of not speaking English fluently in class. (18) I am worried about being scolded by the teacher for my mistakes in practicing sentence patterns on stage. (19) I am worried about being scolded for poor performance on English tests.



Data analysis method

Analysis of t-test was used to discuss the difference of thematic language teaching in listening and speaking skills and learning anxiety. Skaik (2015) explained that independent sample t-test was applicable when independent variables were two-way discrete variance and dependent variables were continuous variables. SPSS with t-test is therefore applied in this study to discuss the effect of phenomenon-based English teaching method on English listening, English speaking ability, and learning anxiety.




Results


Difference analysis of thematic language teaching and listening

According to the analysis of t-test, the effect of thematic language teaching on listening was discussed, i.e., analysis and explanation of teaching style. Thematic language teaching shows higher listening achievement than the traditional teaching model (Table 1). Therefore, it can be claimed that H1 was supported.



TABLE 1 Difference analysis of thematic language teaching in listening.
[image: Table1]



Difference analysis of thematic language teaching and speaking skill

The effect of thematic language teaching on speaking skill is discussed according to the analysis of t-test, i.e., analysis and explanation of teaching style. Table 2 shows that thematic language teaching (3.77) results in higher speaking skill achievement than the traditional teaching model (3.26). Accordingly, H2 was supported.



TABLE 2 Difference analysis of thematic language teaching and speaking skill.
[image: Table2]



Difference analysis of thematic language teaching and learning anxiety

The effect of thematic language teaching on learning anxiety was analyzed with an analysis of t-test. Table 3 shows lower learning anxiety after thematic language teaching (3.35) than before thematic language teaching (3.81). Therefore, H3 was supported.



TABLE 3 Difference analysis of thematic language teaching and learning anxiety.
[image: Table3]




Discussion

In thematic language teaching, multimedia design students can explore different sub-topics under the theme (Shuqair and Dashti, 2019). Considering this, sub-topics in which students have an interest can be collected through worksheets or questionnaires, before designing curriculum. The curriculum planning, collaborative lesson preparation, and brainstorming with peers allow to include different learning activities such as group discussions, real-life operations, and challenging tasks, so that the target language can constantly be experienced in different authentic situations. Besides, collaborative development of assessment rules allows in-class learning activities to be a part of multiple assessments. In the practice of the thematic curriculum, teachers need to adjust and support teaching according to students’ learning situations to increase students’ exposure to language and improve their language proficiency (Lambić et al., 2021). Activities such as participation in activities at school such as reader’s theater, weekly sentence formation, songs, and word recitation can be considered as examples. Practicing through activities can increase learning opportunities and reduce language anxiety. Since thematic language teaching is an interdisciplinary teaching activity, teachers often need to collect data and look for teaching strategies to solve problems in the classroom (Cheung and Wang, 2019). In addition to reviewing teaching theories and looking for appropriate teaching strategies, they need to expand their knowledge and competencies in other fields to facilitate the teaching process. In this way, teachers can seek collaboration with colleagues to form a teacher community for communication, collaboration, and brainstorming (Strouse et al., 2018). The teachers collaboratively develop thematic curricula for thematic language teaching practice, as well as apply the curricula in other fields to maximize interest in the curriculum.



Conclusion

The research findings revealed that multimedia design students showed development after the thematic language teaching in terms of speaking skill. Sari et al. (2019) mentioned that the use of thematic teaching can improve students’ speaking skill. They added that meaningful teaching activities played an important role in promoting students’ speaking skill. The use of thematic teaching can improve students’ oral performance, in the task completion process, and the intensive use of English can promote pupils’ speaking skills (Ahn et al., 2019). Thematic language teaching includes stories, songs, and sub-topic exploration. The learning activities include dynamic and static learning, such as group discussion, mood cards, dance, category posters, and role-play, to meet the demands of multimedia design students with different learning styles. Multimedia design students learn speaking in the target language through modeling. Their models are the teachers, characters in the videos, or their peers. Various learning activities provide natural, rich, and diverse authentic vocabulary learning situations for multimedia design students’ constant use of language. By so doing, they move from the mechanical speaking practice of repeating after their teachers and language learning then becomes meaningful for daily life. With thematic language teaching, multimedia design students make progress in learning listening skill. Wardani et al. (2020a) found that thematic teaching can promote students’ listening comprehension and learning attitude. Students who were trained through English as a medium of instruction (EMI) presented better English listening comprehension than those who were trained in L1. Thematic teaching revealed a positive effect on listening comprehension attitude and willingness to give positive feedback (Normand and Burji, 2020). The research results, in this study, are similar to what Wardani et al. (2020b) found in their study. They stated that thematic teaching can promote the effectiveness of the course. Employing a variety of teaching styles and methods can enrich students’ learning experience. Students with distinctive learning achievement levels can be promoted remarkably through effective learning in thematic teaching which includes game elements. Immersion in context can facilitate learners’ practice and comprehension of the target language vocabulary. The selection of learning content for the listening skill is mainly based on students’ interests or life experiences. In this way, their listening comprehension skill was improved as well as their learning motivation and interests were positively affected. These, in turn, greatly reduced the learning anxiety (Normand and Burji, 2020). In thematic language teaching, teachers select stories that use sentences with high repetition, body movements, and role-play, to help multimedia design students’ listening comprehension. Designing listening tasks with clear steps, such as taking pictures while listening to vocabulary and drawing emotional expressions while listening to sentences, can improve multimedia design students’ listening comprehension. It is difficult to target multimedia design students’ listening comprehension because learners’ spoken and non-spoken responses provide important information for teachers’ evaluation of multimedia design students’ comprehension.
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