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Introduction 

Have you ever taken an asynchronous web-based course that included audio narration? 
How about one that did not? Chances are good that somewhere along the way you have 
taken both. 
 
As a developer of web-based courses at a leading health care provider, I develop web-
based courses both with, and without, audio narration. My department’s rationale behind 
these narration-or-not decisions varies. Sometimes we use audio narration when we 
think that a course is important, complex, or lengthy. Other times, we may decide not to 
use audio narration when we think that a course is less important, less complex, or 
short. These are generalizations, of course. But it made me wonder: why would a course 
developer use audio narration? 
 
While many factors affect the caliber of online courses, and “good” courses likely come 

in both flavors, I was interested in exploring learner preferences as they relate to audio 

narration, specifically. Generally speaking, do learners prefer audio narration, or do they 

prefer courses without audio narration? And if they do prefer one over the other, what is 

that preference based on? What other things will learners tell me about the use of audio 

narration? 

Purpose and Intended Audience 

The purpose of my action research project was to explore learner preferences related to 

the use of audio narration. Since action research is typically environment-focused and 

not concerned with generating knowledge that can be applied in all contexts (Stringer, 

2007) I focused on the preferences of the specific learners within my organization who 

take the courses I develop: sales and account management employees.  

 

It is worth noting at this point that my research into this topic was intended to explore 
these learners’ opinions, perspectives, and impressions about audio narration. I did not 
intend to delve into the learning effectiveness of audio narration in terms of actual 
learning outcomes at this time, though I did find evidence along those lines in my 
literature review. I have incorporated some of those findings into the literature review 
portion of this paper, as appropriate, because the learning implications of audio narration 
are clearly important as well. But proving the efficacy of using one method over the other 
was not within the scope of my research at this time. 
 

Conducting this research may help to inform decisions that I and others in my 

organization make about whether to use audio narration or not. My audience for this 

research includes: 

● My manager and peers 
● Other managers in our larger learning organization 
● My instructor and classmates in my graduate research course 
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Research Questions 

My action research questions evolved as I began my project, but early on I landed on 

these main questions: 

● To what extent do sales and account management employees in my organization 
prefer web-based courses with narration? 

● What factors affect their preference? 
 
I felt that these questions got at the heart of what I really wanted to know: what 
preferences exist, and why do they exist? 

Context of Study 

As part of a large organization, the sales and account management employees in my 

organization have had previous exposure to many different types of asynchronous web-

based courses produced by different learning groups within my organization. Some of 

these courses are compulsory for all employees, such as legal “Compliance” training, 

while others are only required for certain roles, or are not required at all.  

 

The courses also vary in terms of whether they include audio narration or not. As I 

mentioned in the Introduction section, many of the courses produced by my work group 

do not include audio narration, though a few do. Sales and account management 

employees have had experience with both types of courses, whether produced by my 

work group or by other learning groups in the organization. 

Literature Review 

Before diving into my own action research, I first set out to review what literature might 
already exist about learner preferences for audio narration. As Koshy suggests, 
beginning your research with a literature review helps to generate ideas and can even 
help shape the direction of your research (Koshy, 2010). 
 
I began this literature review process by circling back to my own research questions: 

● To what extent do sales and account management employees in my organization 
prefer web-based courses with narration? 

● What factors affect their preference? 

Literature Review Questions 

With my own research questions in mind, I set out to explore the existing research about 
learner preferences for audio narration. 

● Do learners generally prefer audio narration, or text, in asynchronous web-based 
courses? 

● For those learners who have a preference, what factors affect those 

preferences? 

 
Before I even began my research, I suspected that finding research that was based on a 
similar audience (salespeople or account managers) might be challenging. Therefore I 
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was not surprised when that assumption turned out to be correct. What I did not expect 
was how difficult it would be to find research about learner preferences for audio 
narration at all. 

Literature Search Procedures 

Since I was new to literature research, I began my research by meeting with a librarian. I 
am fortunate to have a long-time friend who is a professor of library science at Regis 
University, so he was able to get me off to a good start. The search procedures 
described herein are based on the recommendations I received from him. 
 
My starting point was the Auraria Library online. For most searches, I used Academic 
Search Premier Plus, where I searched the Academic Search Premier, eBook 
Collection, and ERIC databases. When entering my search terms, I typically searched 
the Title field first, then moved on to the Abstract field, and finally broadened my search 
to include “Any Field,” as needed. I also began with a selection of “Find all my search 
terms” and moved on to “Find any of my search terms” when few results were returned. 
 
The table below shows some of the keywords I used in my initial searches, which I 
searched for in various combinations. I also often used the “*” search modifier to include 
different forms of these words (for example, “prefer*” or “narrat*”). 
 

Table 1: Search Terms 
Words to describe the 
medium 

Words to describe the 
delivery method 

Other meaningful keywords 
for my topic 

e-learning audio learner 

online narration preference 

web-based voice opinions 

asynchronous voice-over attitudes 

learning auditory inclination 

courses visual choice 

self-directed spoken  

multimedia and multi-media text  

 
 

Though the initial searches I described here did generate results, I was unable to find a 
single resource that focused on learner preferences related to audio narration. I even 
expanded my search to include Google Scholar, but was still unable to find what I was 
looking for. As I began to read articles related to the general subject of audio narration, I 
began to see a pattern in the existing research. Nearly all of the research I could find 
was quantifiable in nature; that is to say, it was typically focused around concrete 
evidence of increased learner performance based on using audio narration (or not) in 
various types of learning situations. My guess is that “learner preferences” related to 
audio narration are not germane to most researchers; they want to know what works. 
 
Since I also wanted to know the answer to that question, it was time to broaden my 
search. I continued searching for some of the same keywords as before, using similar 
search methods, but this time I added a few: effectiveness, evidence, results, proof, 
what works, why, and so on. 
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Naturally this also changed the focus of my literature review questions. Now I wanted to 
know: 
 

● Does the use of audio narration affect learner performance? If so, when and 
why? 

● When is it effective to use audio narration? 
● When is it not effective to use audio narration? 
● What else can I learn about audio narration in web-based courses? 

 
What follows is an explanation, more generalized than expected, of what I found. 

Literature Review Findings 

As I have indicated, much of the research I was able to find focused on finding evidence 
of increased learner performance based on using audio narration (or not) in various 
types of learning situations. These learning situations generally fell into two categories: 
either narration was being used in support of a visual or graphic, or narration was being 
used in some other way. 

Narration Used to Support Visuals 

Most of the research I read about the use of audio narration in web-based courses 
addressed this subject. I also discovered broad consensus in this area: using audio 
narration to describe graphics or visuals is usually a proverbial slam-dunk. 
 
One area where audio narration is most useful is when it is used to describe actual 
onscreen activity, such as you would see in a screencast or software tutorial. One study 
of 45 undergraduates drawn from two intact classes compared the results of the classes 
who were shown different versions of a screencast: one in which audio narration 
described what was on-screen, and one in which text described what was on-screen 
(Salman Firdaus Sidek, et al.). The class that was shown the version that included audio 
narration achieved a significantly higher mean score than the class that was shown the 
text-only version. 
 
Other studies related to various types of animations and graphics were reported by 
Mayer (2003) in the Journal of Educational Computing Research. In 12 separate 

experiments, the so-called “Modality Effect” was repeatedly bolstered. Students who 
were shown animations and graphics along with narration consistently performed better 
on transfer tests than students who were shown the same animations and graphics with 
on-screen explanatory text. The Modality Effect presumes the existence of separate 
visual and verbal channels, in which either channel can become overloaded. The idea is 
that using audio narration in the verbal channel offloads some of the demand on the 
visual channel, thereby allowing the learner to focus their visual attention more precisely. 
 
Clark and Mayer (2002) also elaborated on the Modality Effect in their book, E-Learning 
and the Science of Instruction: Proven Guidelines for Consumers and Designers of 
Multimedia Learning. They suggest that audio narration is especially effective when it is 
used to explain a graphic or visual that is relatively complex or unfamiliar. They cite one 
study in which two versions of a web-based course were presented to two groups of 
learners. The two versions of the course were identical, except for the modality. One 
course included narration and the other course included on-screen text. In all 
comparisons, narrated versions yielded an average improvement of 80 percent. 
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Does the use of audio narration affect learner performance? When is it effective to use 
audio narration? Based on the literature I found, course developers should definitely 
consider using audio narration to describe graphics or visuals, especially when the 
concepts being presented are complex or unfamiliar. 

Narration Used for Other Reasons 

Incorporating audio narration for uses other than the support of graphics or visuals is 
where the evidence in favor of narration begins to unravel. Some e-learning courses 
include both audio narration and text in an attempt to make courses more accessible. 
While options for accessibility should be included in any design, this type of one-size-fits-
all approach can actually undermine learning. Studies show that learners cannot 
effectively process identical on-screen text and narration simultaneously. In fact, when 
identical on-screen text and audio narration are presented together, they actually render 
each other less effective than if just one or the other was used alone (Little, 2012). 
 
This result is often referred to as the “Redundancy Effect.” Because of this effect, course 
developers should generally avoid using identical narration and on-screen text. Better 
learning transfer actually occurs with narration or text alone (Mayer and Moreno, 2003). 
 
The Redundancy Effect is especially detrimental when it comes to explaining graphics. 
While it might seem like a good way to present content in more than one format and 
improve learning, research indicates that learning is actually depressed when a graphic 
is explained by a combination of text and narration of that same text (Clark and Mayer, 
2002). 
 
When is it not effective to use audio narration? Based on the literature I found, course 
developers should refrain from using audio narration and text that are redundant. If 
accessibility is a key consideration, course designs should provide for accessibility in 
ways that do not include full redundancy between audio narration and text for all 
learners. Otherwise, most learners will experience a course design that has actually 
been shown to depress learning. 
 
One interesting thing to note about the Redundancy Effect: It does not necessarily apply 
when the course design includes audio narration along with an abbreviated version of 
that narration displayed as text. It is common practice in e-learning development to use 
audio narration in conjunction with short key points (bulleted text, for example). Clark 
(2010) describes one study in which learning was compared in two versions of a course: 
one in which visuals were explained with audio alone, and one in which brief text 
captions drawn from the narration were added. Learning was the same in both versions. 

Quality of Literature 

In general most of the research I found was of relatively high quality. As I began to find 
articles and other resources on this subject, I even recognized the names of some of the 
researchers and authors who are well known in the instructional design field: Ruth Clark 
and Richard Mayer, for example. These authors, in particular, were quite specific in the 
research they cited and seemed to present their information in a very even-handed and 
convincing way. These articles also generally appeared in reputable peer-reviewed 
journals that I was familiar with. 
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There were a couple of articles that were a bit less compelling, but these were really the 
exception and not the rule. For example, I do cite two articles that appeared in journals I 
was not at all familiar with: Pharmaceutical Representative and Turkish Online Journal of 
Educational Technology. 
 
One thing to note is that a relatively small handful of researchers and authors seem to 
focus on this specific subject matter. I often found that they were citing one another’s 
work in their own work as often as they were presenting original material. That said, this 
group did seem to produce some of the best material I was able to find, and their 
dedication to this subject matter and related subject matter was evident due to the many 
books and articles they had published over the last decade or so. 

Gap in Literature 

The primary gap I found in my research is the one I set out to learn about: learner 
preferences related to audio narration. Do learners generally prefer asynchronous e-
learning courses with audio narration? What factors affect their preferences? 
 
Another area I would like to learn more about is how to most effectively use audio 
narration when the content being presented contains few meaningful graphics. I did 
learn that drawing short text snippets from the audio narration to display as text yields 
similar learning results. But what is the ideal design? What sort of narration-to-text ratio 
is best? How should the appearance of on-screen text be timed with the audio narration? 
 
Though these research gaps exist, the body of research I did find has given me a much 
better idea about the appropriate use of audio narration in web-based courses. 

Literature Review Summary 

I set out to find out what learners think about the use of audio narration in asynchronous 
web-based courses. If they have preferences, how strong are those preferences? Do 
their preferences vary based on different course variables? What other things would I 
find out about learners’ experiences with audio narration? 
 
As I conducted my literature review and broadened my scope to include research that 
was more quantifiable and results-oriented in nature, I began to ask different questions. 
Does the use of audio narration affect learner performance? When is it effective (or not 
effective) to use audio narration? What else could I learn about audio narration? I 
definitely found answers to many of these questions. Interestingly enough, one study I 
reviewed seemed to confirm that I am not alone in my uncertainty about this subject. 
Calandra, Barron, and Thompson-Sellers (2008) surveyed 23 practicing instructional 
designers about when and why they use audio narration in their e-learning courses. 
Participants indicated that “intuitive rationale” was significantly more important than 
“theoretical guidelines” when making choices about audio use. 
 
Fortunately for me, exploring the existing literature on this subject has given me a better 

idea about when I should use audio narration in my own courses. Combined with my 

own action research, I believe I will be able to make more informed decisions about the 

use of audio narration in the future. 
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Methods 

My own research took the form of an online survey, which contained both quantitative 

and qualitative questions. The following sections relate to the methods I used, which 

include: 

● Site selection and sampling 
● Ethical procedures 
● Data collection 
● Data analysis 
● Schedule 

Site Selection and Sampling 

After conducting a literature review, I conducted an online survey of the sales and 
account management employees in three different geographic regions within my 
organization about the use of audio narration in asynchronous web-based courses. It is 
worth noting that I initially intended to survey two regions. However, early on I got the 
impression that participation might be weak in one of those regions, so I added a third 
region. Ultimately, I ended up having comparable participation in all three of the regions I 
surveyed. 
 
I conducted my research in more than one region for two reasons. First, coordinating this 

research in all seven of my organization’s geographic regions would have been far more 

work than I could have accomplished within the time frame of this course. Second, 

conducting my research in more than one region still allowed for additional data integrity 

through triangulation, as described in further detail in the Reliability and Validity section 

of this paper. 

Ethical procedures 

My research procedures also ensured the anonymity of participants and their 
participation in this research was completely voluntary. No identifiable responses or 
comments were shared with the organization’s leaders, their peers, or anyone else 
involved in the research. Prospective participants were informed of these conditions 
through consent language, which was included in an email along with a link to the 
survey. Appendix B includes this language. 

Data Collection 

Approximately 75 sales and account management employees work within the three 
regions I surveyed, and 29 of them (39 percent) completed the survey. The three regions 
included Colorado, where eight employees participated; Georgia, where nine employees 
participated; and Northwest, where 12 employees participated. 
 
The survey included four closed Likert-scale questions (quantitative in nature) and four 
optional, open-ended questions (qualitative in nature). The table below shows how my 
research questions mapped to the specific questions in the survey. Note that the survey 
also included one additional selection field that respondents used to identify their region. 
To encourage participation, I did not attempt to collect other demographic information 
about my participants, such as age, length of service, or role (sales versus account 
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management). I felt that not having this information was a reasonable trade-off for 
keeping the survey as brief and unobtrusive as possible. 
 
Table 2: Survey Questions 

Research question Survey question(s) Comments 

To what extent do sales 
and account management 
employees in my 
organization prefer web-
based courses with 
narration? 

1. I generally prefer 
courses that include 
audio narration. 
 

2. Audio narration 
helps to keep me 
engaged in what I 
am learning. 
 

3. I would rather read 
what is on the 
screen than have a 
narrator talking to 
me. 
 

4. Listening to audio 
narration takes too 
long and adds no 
value. 

Questions 1 through 4 on this row 
were closed, Likert-scale questions, 
in which respondents could 
Strongly Agree, Agree, (be) 
Neutral, Disagree, or Strongly 
Disagree with each statement. 

What factors affect their 
preference? 

1. What do you like (if 
anything) about 
audio narration in 
web-based courses? 
 

2. What do you dislike 
(if anything) about 
audio narration in 
web-based courses? 
 

3. What would you do 
to improve the audio 
narration in courses 
you have taken? 
 

4. Is there anything 
else you would like 
to share about the 
use of audio 
narration in web-
based courses? 

Questions 1 through 4 on this row 
were optional, open-ended 
questions. 
 
 

 

Data Analysis 

In reviewing the results of my survey, I began by reading all 29 responses to the eight 
survey questions. I expected that participants would overwhelmingly answer only the 
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four required closed/Likert-scale questions, but was pleasantly surprised to find out that 
13 respondents (about half) answered all or most of the open-ended questions as well. 
 
Data analysis was fairly straightforward for the four closed/Likert-scale questions. I 
simply tallied the responses for each question (Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, 
Disagree, and Strongly Disagree). With the totals completed, the survey design helped 
me quickly identify which responses were favorable to the use of audio narration and 
which were unfavorable. A Strongly Agree or Agree response for two of the questions 
was favorable to the use of audio narration, while a Strongly Agree or Agree response 
for the other two questions was unfavorable to the use of audio narration. This type of 
alternating design is often used in Likert-scale questions to avoid a predictable question 
pattern, which can lead respondents to quickly go down a list without really thinking 
about the content of each question. 
 
Since half of the survey participants also responded to the four optional, open-ended 
questions, which were qualitative in nature, I then read those comments in detail two or 
three times through and began to note the themes that emerged. I identified five distinct 
themes and, with just a few exceptions, was able to map every comment to one of them. 
In fact, even those exceptions are dealt with in other ways, as most of them inform 
specific sub-ideas that fall under one of the main themes.  
 
I actually expected the process of coding my research data to be much more difficult 

than it was, but as you will learn in the Findings section, the data that emerged - both 

quantitative and qualitative - was very clear and easy to categorize. In terms of the 

responses I received to the four open-ended questions, I am especially encouraged that 

so many comments coalesced around a few specific ideas. They could have been all 

over the map, and they definitely were not. 

Schedule 

The following table shows my original proposed schedule. My actual schedule varied 
only slightly. Since I was on vacation the last week of March, I decided to leave my 
online survey open for the last two weeks of March, rather than wrapping it up by March 
23. 
 
Table 3: Research Schedule 

Action Time Frame 

Contact the appropriate leaders to gain approval for their employees’ 
participation 

Feb. 13 - Feb. 
24 

Revise action research proposal, as needed Feb. 27 - March 
2 

Revise survey questions, as needed Feb. 27 - March 
2 

Draft email to participants; finalize survey questions Feb. 20 - 24 

Conduct a literature review Feb. 20 - March 
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5 

Draft literature review is due March 6 

Final literature review is due March 10 

Send survey to participants March 12 

Collect data from my research sites March 12 - 23 

Compile and analyze data; write data analysis March 26 - April 
6 

Draft of data analysis is due (no final version is required) April 10 

Draft of action research report is due April 24 

Final action research report is due April 28 

Findings 

Through both their quantitative and qualitative responses, the learners who participated 

in my research communicated five distinct messages. 

I prefer courses that include audio narration 

Eighty-six percent of respondents answered "strongly agree" or "agree" to the statement 
"I generally prefer courses that include audio narration." You can see the break-down of 
these responses in this bar graph. 
 

Figure 1: General Preference for Audio Narration 

 
 
This sentiment was also born out in the open-ended questions. Two respondents 
specifically indicated that it was their preferred method, but more importantly, almost all 
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respondents who answered the open-ended questions included comments that were 
supportive of audio narration for a number of specific reasons. Many of those reasons 
also fall into the categories below. 
 
To what extent do sales and account management employees in my organization prefer 
web-based courses with narration? Among these respondents, at least, there seems to 
be a strong preference for audio narration. 

Audio narration helps hold my attention 

Eighty-six percent of respondents answered "strongly agree" or "agree" to the statement 
"Audio narration helps to keep me engaged in what I am learning." You can see the 
break-down of these responses in this bar graph. 
 

Figure 2: Audio Narration’s Reported Effect on Engagement 

 
 
This message also emerged in the open-ended questions, where several respondents 

made comments that supported this same idea. One respondent stated, “I am a visual 

learner, but adding the audio component allows me to focus a little bit more on the 

course material." Another simply said, “It makes me pay attention.” 

 
There were also a few more general responses that had to do with audio narration being 
“helpful” or making the course content “easier to learn,” which is somewhat related to 
this theme. 
 
What factors affect learners’ preferences for audio narration? Its ability to help hold their 

attention seems extremely important. 

Keep narration concise - and keep it interesting 

Interestingly enough, no part of the survey specifically addressed this subject. However, 
on the open-ended questions about what they liked and disliked about audio narration 
and what they would improve, respondents could not have been more clear. 
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Nine respondents specifically mentioned that audio should be more concise, brief, or 

quicker in pace. The words they used were different, but their idea was the same. 

 

Three other respondents made comments about the voice of the narrator. There was an 
expectation among these respondents that the narrator’s voice should be engaging, and 
should not be “monotonous.” 
 
What factors affect learners’ preferences for audio narration? Audio narration should be 

concise and engaging in tone. 

I want to see and hear what's being presented - better yet, make it my 
choice 

As with the previous theme, no part of the survey specifically addressed this subject, but 

it came up in several responses to the open-ended questions. When asked what they 

liked and disliked about audio narration and what they would like to see improved, six 

respondents expressed a desire for courses to include both text and audio narration. 

The responses related to this topic were unambiguous: for example, one respondent 

indicated, “I learn better when I can hear and read the information,” while another simply 

said, “Hearing the information always helps.” 

 
Five respondents also included comments along the lines of lettings learners choose 

whether they want to hear audio narration or not. Three of these comments had to do 

with accommodating learner preferences, while two of the comments were specifically 

related to the use of audio narration in shared environments. In offices where most 

learners work in cubicles, these respondents indicated that there should be an option to 

turn the audio off if it could disturb their neighbors. 

 
What factors affect learners’ preferences for audio narration? In general, they seem to 

want both audio narration and text, but some respondents felt that they should have a 

choice. 

Audio narration enhances my overall learning experience 

Sixty-two percent of respondents answered "strongly disagree" or "disagree" to the 
statement "Listening to audio narration takes too long and adds no value." Only 10 
percent answered “strongly agree” or “agree” to this statement. You can see the full 
break-down of these responses in this bar graph. 
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Figure 3: Audio Narration’s Reported Value 

 
 

Again, this message also emerged in the open-ended questions. Many respondents 

included positive comments about what they saw as benefits of audio narration, and 

constructive comments were mostly contained to one theme around the need for brevity 

and interest in audio narration, which you learned about in the Keep Narration Concise 

section above. One respondent said, “Audio with web based courses helps explain the 

content you are reviewing and makes it seem like a 'live' training,” while another 

indicated “I think the audio adds an element that makes the subject matter more 

interesting and therefore increases the odds of finishing a course in one session.” 

 
What factors affect learners’ preferences for audio narration? Respondents’ comments 

seem to indicate that it can generally enhance the experience of taking an online course, 

adding an element of interest and a “live” feeling. 

Reliability and Validity 

I ensured reliability in my research in three ways, including triangulation, referential 
adequacy, and diverse case analysis. 
 
Triangulation increases the validity of a study by including information from diverse 
sources (Stringer, p. 58). To achieve this in my research, I conducted an online survey 
with sales and account management employees in three different geographic regions 
within my organization. The three groups were given an identical survey. The 
participants in the three regions do not know each other, and yet the survey results in all 
three regions were similar. This held true for both the quantitative data and the 
qualitative data that emerged from the open-ended questions. As themes emerged, 
similar comments came from all three regions in almost every case. Therefore, I believe 
that the responses are more likely to be valid. 
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Referential adequacy refers to using the language of participants rather than the 

language of scholars (Stringer, p. 58). As planned, I gave special attention to all 

communication with research participants so that it included language that was familiar 

to them, and I clearly defined any language that they may not have been familiar with. 

 

Diverse case analysis refers to representing the views of all stakeholder groups 

(Stringer, p. 58). Employees from both the Sales and Account Management departments 

were included in order to represent the views of both of these groups. 

Comparison of the Research to the Literature Review 

Before I even began my research, I suspected that finding research that was based on a 

similar audience (salespeople or account managers) might be challenging. Therefore I 

was not surprised when that assumption turned out to be correct. What I did not expect 

was how difficult it would be to find research about learner preferences for audio 

narration at all. 

 

Though I was unable to find a single resource that focused on learner preferences 

related to audio narration, I did find a pattern in the existing research. Nearly all of the 

research I could find was quantifiable in nature; that is to say, it was typically focused 

around concrete evidence of increased learner performance based on using audio 

narration (or not) in various types of learning situations. My guess is that “learner 

preferences” related to audio narration is not germane to most researchers; they want to 

know what works. 

 

Since I also wanted to know the answer to that question, I ended up focusing my 

literature review in that area instead. In doing so, I am hopeful that my action research 

has helped to answer two questions: what do learners prefer, and what works. 

 

In terms of what works (since that is what I focused on in my literature review) I found 

the evidence for using audio narration to support animations and graphics to be 

especially strong. The 12 “Modality Effect” experiments reported by Mayer (2003) were 

especially convincing since the evidence was repeatedly bolstered by each experiment. 

Additionally, even for content that does not lend itself to meaningful graphics, it is good 

to know that using audio narration in conjunction with short key points (bulleted text, for 

example) does not create a “Redundancy Effect” in which learning is actually 

suppressed (Clark, 2010). If the learning outcomes of using audio narration are at least 

equal to not using it - and learners actually prefer it - why not use it? 

Limitations 

As with all action research, my research was environment-focused and not necessarily 

applicable in all contexts. That obvious point aside, there are three main limitations I see 

in my own research. 
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First, while my response rate was fairly good (about 40 percent), a survey that somehow 

ensured 100 percent participation would have been ideal in representing the views of all 

stakeholders. Of course, that would run counter to the generally held view that action 

research participation should be voluntary. 

 

It is also impossible to know who did not participate. The survey was anonymous and 

not required. Is there anything different about a person who would take the time to 

complete such a survey, however brief? 

 

Finally, given more time, I really would have liked to conduct some one-on-one 

interviews. I believe that the ability to follow up on responses would have yielded a 

deeper understanding of the comments I received. 

 

Despite these limitations, I feel confident in the validity of my findings for two reasons: 

my survey included feedback from a good number of respondents, and their feedback, 

both quantitative and qualitative, strongly supported the same ideas. 

Implications for Practice 

Because my literature review focused on when audio narration is actually effective, and 
my own research focused on learner preferences for audio narration, I feel that I have 
collected strong evidence that supports both of these considerations.  
 
For the first question of when audio narration is effective, I now have a much better 
(evidence-based) idea about when it is appropriate to use audio narration. In certain 
instances where the research clearly supports the use of audio narration, I already feel 
poised to recommend audio narration. 
 
For the second question of what learners prefer, I have also gathered strong preliminary 

evidence that a decisive percentage of learners may, in fact, prefer online courses that 

include audio narration. I also have a good idea about why they have this preference 

and what they like and do not like about the audio narration they have experienced. I do 

feel that additional research would help to shore up the case for using audio narration. 

Because it is more expensive and time-consuming to produce courses with audio 

narration, the case for using audio narration must be compelling. Therefore, I plan to 

replicate the survey I conducted in two or three additional regions to see if the results are 

still as compelling as they were in the first three regions I surveyed. 

Conclusion 

In reflecting on my research, I feel very fortunate in two ways. First, I had reasonably 

good participation in my survey: 29 people who represent about 40 percent of the 

stakeholders I serve responded. Second, the data that emerged in my research - both 

quantitative and qualitative - was very clear. I began my project with no preconceived 

notions or preference for what answers it might yield. I almost expected the results to be 
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ambiguous and difficult to understand. Yet what I found was clear and enthusiastic 

support for the use of audio narration, along with some specific caveats about its use. I 

was especially excited to see that the responses I received to the four open-ended 

questions coalesced around a few specific ideas. 

 

When I began my research, I really had no idea how it might turn out, nor did I have any 

preference for how it might turn out. However, this research has bolstered my belief in 

the use of audio narration. I have evidence in my own environment that indicates it is 

strongly favored, as well as why learners like it and how they want it to be used. 

 

● I prefer courses that include audio narration. 

● Audio narration helps hold my attention. 

● I want narration to be concise and interesting. 

● I want to see and hear what's being presented - better yet, make it my choice. 

● Audio narration enhances my overall learning experience. 

 

While these findings will help to inform my work going forward, the literature I reviewed 

during this process will have an equal effect. Because I could not find evidence of 

learner preferences for audio narration and ended up researching literature about its 

effectiveness instead, I also now have a much better understanding of when and how 

audio narration should be used in order to achieve better learning results. With both of 

these things in mind, I believe that I will be able to make more informed decisions about 

the use of audio narration in the future. Knowing when and how to effectively use audio 

narration is an important skill for any instructional designer. If I have become more 

competent in this area because of this research, I am gratified to know that it is the 

learners who take my courses who will benefit the most. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

 

 


