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Abstract 
Background: Communication skills courses often contain interactive computer programs in which 
students individually can practice the skills before practicing them in role plays1,2. In these programs 
students watch video examples of these skills, do exercises in which they type their answers and are 
provided with standard feedback. However, these programs lack a tool to practice spoken 
communication skills individually online and receive both standard and personalized feedback.  

Aim: To develop and evaluate an interactive self- and peer observation tool (i-Spot). With i-Spot 
students practice with and receive feedback on their mastery of spoken communication skills, 
independent of time and location. In this web based program students see short videos of simulation 
clients. Students can answer these clients by speaking into the webcam. These answers are recorded 
and students first can evaluate their own answers. Furthermore, they can send their recorded answers 
to a protected environment in which fellow students and the tutor can provide them with personalized 
feedback. 

Method: An experimental group of 35 psychology students taking a course in advanced 
communication skills, used i-Spot in the first part of the training program, before practicing in role 
plays. A control group of 29 psychology students received the same training but without using i-Spot. 
We compared the results of both groups on a self-efficacy questionnaire3 and a communication skills 
progress test4. Furthermore, we asked the experimental group to evaluate i-Spot. 

Results: The experimental group experienced the use of i-Spot as stressful, but very instructive, 
particularly the different forms of feedback provided by i-Spot (average mark 7,9 on a 10-point-scale). 
The experimental group showed more progress in their self-efficacy in communication skills. This 
could however be due to a pretest difference, their average self-efficacy was lower than the control 
group before the training. Finally, the mastery of the communication skills after training was higher for 
the experimental group than for the control group (t = -4.83, p = .000) 

Conclusions: i-Spot appears to improve the mastery of communication skills more than the standard 
programs. However, further research is needed. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The Interactive Self- and Peer Observation Tool (i-Spot) was developed at the Clinical Psychology 
department of the Open University of the Netherlands. Its aim is to increase the effectiveness of 
feedback that students, who are following a course in communication skills, receive when they are 
preparing for role plays in which they practice these communications skills. The focus of this study is 
on the evaluation of i-Spot. I-Spot was implemented in a course in communication skills. This course is 
based on the microcounseling method5-8, which is, according to several studies4,9-14 and meta-
analyses15-18 an effective method for training communication skills. In this method the complex skill of 
performing a counseling interview with a client is divided into small meaningful skills, for instance 
asking questions. Students first practice these microskills separately, before integrating the microskills 
into a larger framework of a counseling interview. 

The version of i-Spot that was used in this study is part of a blended learning course for 
communication skills. In this course students go through a number of steps. First, they read theory 
about the use of the skills, practice skills separately in a computer program with video examples and 
exercises. Then, in two classroom sessions they practice the microskills under supervision of a 
teacher and finally, in the last six classroom sessions of the course they practice the communication 
skills in roleplays in which they perform counseling interviews. I-Spot is used in the beginning of the 
course, where they practice the communication skills separately. 
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Having read theory about the communication skills and watched video examples of the application of 
these skills, students turn to i-Spot. I-Spot is a web based program which uses streaming video and 
webcam to generate standard and personalized feedback on the students’ performance. Students 
watch a short video in which a client, played by an actor, tells something about his or her problems. 
When the video stops, the webcam automatically turns on and the students can speak to the client 
using one of the communication skills. The answers of the students are recorded by the webcam and 
they can be provided with feedback on their performance in several ways. Firstly, the students can 
view their answers and evaluate their own performance. Secondly, they can compare their answers to 
those given by experts. For this purpose we recorded the answers of the course teachers to the same 
client video’s and placed them in iSpot. Thirdly, students can compare their answers to a number of  
mistakes that are often made by students when answering these clients in the videos. These mistakes 
are presented in text. Finally, students can share their answers with peers and/or teachers in order to 
receive personal feedback. This personal feedback can be spoken in and recorded by webcam. The 
teacher can also use the video clips of students answers during the classroom sessions. In this study 
the video clips of some student answers were presented and discussed during the first 2 classroom 
sessions. 

An important factor in the training of complex skills is self-efficacy19. Self-efficacy is the belief people 
have about their abilities, or as Bandura defines “the belief in one’s capabilities to organize and 
execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments”19. In their review on counseling 
self-efficacy literature, Larson and Daniels20 found counseling self-efficacy to be the primary factor 
influencing counselor development, including their mastery of skills. Self-efficacy for instance reduces 
the anxiety that students experience in role-play situations thus creating a better climate for learning, 
and it determines the amount of effort students invest in the learning process.  Also an effective  
training in counselling skills enhances students counseling self-efficacy21,22. 

In order to study the effects of iSpot we compared two groups of students, those who used iSpot and 
those who did not. Since the goal of i-Spot is to provide better feedback on their performance we 
expected students who used i-Spot to master the communication skills better at the end of the training 
than the students that did not use this program. Furthermore, it was expected that the extra practice 
and personalized feedback of i-Spot increases the student’s self-efficacy with regard to their mastery 
of the communication skills. In addition to the effects we also studied students satisfaction with the 
program. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
In this study a total of 64 students participated who had enrolled in a course in communication skills at 
the Psychology department of the Open University in The Netherlands. They were mature students in 
the age range of 20 to 58 (M=36,7). These 64 students were divided over six course groups, each 
consisting of 9-12 students. Three groups (n=35) used i-Spot, they formed the experimental group. 
The three other groups (n=29) followed the usual course without i-Spot, they formed the control group.  

Self-efficacy with regard to the mastery of the communication skills was measured with a modified 
version of the questionnaire for this type of self-efficacy of Hommes3. The instrument, is based on 
Bandura’s Self-Efficacy theory and consists of 14 items, e.g. ‘I adequately can articulate new insights 
in such a manner that the client feels stimulated to explore his or her own thoughts and feelings.’ 
Students answered these items on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 I totally do not agree to 6 I 
totally agree. This questionnaire was administered to the students before the first and after the second 
classroom session. Cronbach’s alpha’s for pre- and posttest of this measure were respectively .91 and 
.97. 

Mastery of the communication skills was measured with a modified version of the Counseling Skills 
Progress Test4. At the end of the second classroom session the students watched 5 short videos in 
which a client tells something concerning his or her problems. After each video students had to write 
down literally what they would say to the client using one of the communication skills. Their answers 
were judged by two independent raters. These trained raters blindly assessed the answers of both the 
experimental and the control group. Each answer was rated with a score of 0-2 points, resulting in a 
total score ranged from 0-10 points. This test was only administered at the end of the second 
classroom session. The inter-rater-reliability for this measure was sufficient (icc = .70). 

For the evaluation of student satisfaction on iSpot we included three questions at the end of the 
program. Students were asked to rate the instructiveness and enjoyability of the program on a 5-point 
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scale ranging from 1 not tot 5 very. In addition we asked students to give the program a general rating 
on a 10-point scale ranging from 0 extremely bad to 10 extremely good. In order to generate more 
specific feedback we also constructed an online questionnaire consisting of mainly open ended 
questions concerning the amount of time that was spent, technical problems they had experienced, 
the clarity and the instructiveness of particular aspects of the program, and the pleasure, tension and 
interest that they experienced while working with this program. Students in the experimental group 
were invited to fill in the questionnaire at the end of the study after the second classroom session.  

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Self-efficacy  

Table 1.  Descriptives Self-Efficacy (SE) Scores by group by condition. 

 N Mean SD 

SE pre    control 
              exp 

25 
26 

67.92 
64.08 

7.00 
7.54 

SE post  control 
              exp 

26 
31 

69.00 
68.26 

5.86 
5.53 

Table 1 indicates that self-efficacy in both groups increased during the first two classroom sessions. 
An Anova for repeated measures was used to analyze the differences in progress in self-efficacy. The 
main effect for self-efficacy for measure (pre- or posttest) was (F=14,91, p < 0.00) and the interaction 
measure*condition was (F=6,86, p < .05). Students improved their specific self-efficacy during the two 
classroom sessions, however the experimental group showed more progress than the control group.  

3.2 Communication skills  

Table 2.  Descriptives Counseling Skills Progress Test (CSPT) Scores by group. 

 N Mean SD 

CSPT     control 
              exp 

29 
35 

4.55 
6.23 

1.35 
1.41 

The means on the modified version of the CSPT are displayed in Table 2. The mean difference 
between the two groups indicate a higher level of mastery of communication skills after the two 
sessions in the experimental group than in the control group. This was confirmed by a t-test for 
independent groups (t = -4.83, p < .000).  

3.3 Evaluation 
Students in the experimental group were asked to rate iSpot at the end of the program. A total of 22 
students filled in this rating. The results are shown in Table 3.   

Table 3.  Descriptives student satisfaction. 

 Mean SD 

Instructive (1 not – 5 very) 4.0 0.85 

Enjoyable (1 not – 5 very) 4.5 0.51 

General rating (0-10) 7.9 0.93 

The additional online questionnaire was filled in by 19 students of the experimental group. The results 
indicate that most students spent 1–3 hours on the program. A few students experienced technical 
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problems installing the webcam (2) and adequate volume of the microphone (8). In general students 
were very satisfied with the clarity and instructiveness of the program. Students experienced working 
with the program in general as interesting and pleasant. A total of 13 students reported some stress. 
The answers on the open ended questions indicated that most of them found it initially stressful to 
record their answers and that it was confronting for them to see their answers on video but this stress 
disappeared after working with the program for a while. Students experienced iSpot as very helpful in 
learning the skills and were particularly satisfied with the different types of feedback provided by the 
program.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
In this study on the effects of iSpot we found that the use of iSpot increased the self-efficacy with 
regard to the mastery of communication skills of students that follow a training in communication skills. 
Also the mastery of these skills improves more by students that used iSpot than by students who did 
not use this tool. However, these conclusions should be articulated carefully. This study was carried 
out with a small sample and the mastery of the communication skills was only measured with a 
posttest. Furthermore, the self-efficacy of both groups differed at the pretest, with the control group 
showing a higher level of self-efficacy. More research is needed to assess whether the effects we 
found can really be subscribed to the iSpot.  

With respect to the students satisfaction we can conclude that the students who participated in this 
study were in general very satisfied with the program. The experimental group experienced the 
webcam recordings as somewhat stressful at first, but found the program very instructive and helpful 
in learning the skills. Perhaps the extra initial stress that the webcam recording generates, increases 
students motivation to perform well. We need to be cautious here as well since only 19 of the 35 
students (54%) in the experimental group responded to the online satisfaction questionnaire. The 
answers of this group cannot be generalized to the whole group. 

The reported technical problems and student feedback will be used to improve the program, iSpot is 
meant to be implemented in other courses as well. Future research may focus on the question 
whether using iSpot leads to higher student motivation for acquiring the communication skills. 
Furthermore, it will be interesting to explore how iSpot can be used for both peer- and formative 
feedback on the mastery of these skill. From this small pilot we may conclude that iSpot has promising 
effects on the self-efficacy and mastery of communication skills of students following a course in these 
skills, however, more thorough research is needed. 
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