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Foreword
The book you have before you is in line with one of the most democratic
movements brought about thanks to the Internet; the elimination of access
barriers in order to share research-related literature in hope that this will “lay
the foundation for uniting humanity in a common intellectual conversation
and quest for knowledge” regardless of wealth, location and opportunities.
These words are from the Budapest Open Access Initiative1, which marked
the beginning of the Open Access movement. In the field of higher education,
however, there was an earlier initiative led by the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) in the USA. MIT launched its Open Courseware (OCW)2
programme in 2001, consisting of a web-based publication of virtually all
MIT course content, having grown from barely 50 in-house courses to a
current 2150 courses delivered by 250 institutions worldwide open to any
interested party and freely available from their website.
These two examples strike me as being the ideal framework for this book…
a) because it is freely distributed to language teachers throughout and b)
because of the generosity of the practitioners and researchers who have
contributed to this publication, and who are willing to share with the language
learning and teaching community at large their work and expertise.
Congratulations to all!!
Ana Gimeno-Sanz
Universidad Politécnica de Valencia, Spain

1 Available from http://www.budapestopenaccessinitiative.org/read
2 More information available from http://ocw.mit.edu
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Introduction on Case Studies
of Openness in the Language Classroom
Ana Beaven1, Anna Comas-Quinn2 and Barbara Sawhill3

1.

Project background

The last ten years have seen a considerable increase in the sharing of resources
and practices in education, mainly based on the huge potential that online
technologies and the internet have for making knowledge available openly
(Pantò & Comas-Quinn, 2013). The shift now is from an interest in Open
Educational Resources (OER), defined as “materials used to support education
that may be freely accessed, reused, modified and shared by anyone” (Downes,
2011), to the realisation that openness itself, rather than the resources alone, can
bring enormous benefits to the education community. Hence the focus on Open
Educational Practices (OEP) defined as practices which “support the production,
use and reuse of high quality OER through institutional policies, which promote
innovative pedagogical models, and respect and empower learners as coproducers on their lifelong learning path” (ICDE, 2011).
Beyond the abundance of information that is available via the Internet, and the
possibility of sharing and reusing resources, the web also offers huge opportunities
to create connections for learning. This has great potential to transform education,
as easy access to information, and the possibility of learning from others outside
the classroom make teaching less hierarchical, thus disrupting the traditional
pedagogical paradigms.In the specific case of language teaching and learning,
this profusion of information and connections facilitate a more authentic use of
1. Università di Bologna, Italy; anamaria.beaven@unibo.it
2. The Open University, UK; anna.comas-quinn@open.ac.uk
3. Oberlin College, Oberlin, OH, USA; barbara.sawhill@oberlin.edu
How to cite this chapter: Beaven, A. Comas-Quinn, A., & Sawhill, B. (2013). Introduction on Case Studies of Openness in the Language
Classroom. In A. Beaven, A. Comas-Quinn, & B. Sawhill (Eds), Case Studies of Openness in the Language Classroom (pp. 1-8). ©
Research-publishing.net.
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the target language as well as contact with different cultures through accessing
online text and audio-visual material in every language, as well as existing
online communities. Clearly, this requires both teachers and learners to engage
with language teaching and learning in novel ways.
In addition, open access initiatives to make research publications freely available
online or the adoption of open source software solutions are already impacting
education at all levels worldwide. For example, teachers and learners can make
their voices heard and can create an online presence in the discipline through
online publishing, be it in blogs, forums, through repositories, webpages,
etc. Many language teachers already contribute to their discipline by sharing
resources and ideas through online repositories such as Merlot, Connexions,
Humbox or LORO, or in online communities such as mfltwitterati or the
Guardian’s Teacher Network.
The present publication arose from the two-day conference “Learning through
Sharing: Open Resources, Open Practices, Open Communication” organised
jointly by the EUROCALL Teacher Education and Computer Mediated
Communication Special Interest Groups at the University of Bologna (Italy) on
29-30 March 2012 (http://eurocallsigsbologna.weebly.com). The main objective
was to showcase the many ways in which practitioners in different settings are
engaging with the concepts of open resources and practices, and to provide ideas
for language teachers who might want to dip their toes into the OER/OEP world,
or experiment further.

2.

Contents and audience

This collection of case studies is addressed specifically to practitioners, foreign
and second language teachers both in secondary and tertiary education.These
are not research papers, although research certainly was essential in the creation
of many of the projects these studies describe. Rather, they are short, directed
descriptions of tools, projects, or activities with concrete examples of ways for
teachers to consider using them in their practice. To make it simpler for readers
2
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to find examples of openness that are relevant to them, the case studies have been
organised into five sections dealing with open tools for collaboration, sharing
resources, sharing practices, collaborative learning and student-generated
content, and learner autonomy.
2.1.

Open tools for collaboration

Sawhill opens the section on collaborative tools with an interesting case study
on the implementation of an open blogging tool adapted to the needs of the
language classroom. This provides a central page that aggregates the information
from learners’ blogs to make it easier for the teacher to monitor blogging activity
and comment on others’ contributions. Through a series of examples, Sawhill
illustrates how a tool that facilitates the effective integration of blogs in language
learning can encourage teachers and their learners to connect with the outside
world and become part of authentic conversations with target language speakers.
Facilitating communication and enabling connections between speakers of
different languages is also the purpose of The Mixxer, a platform described
by Bryant in the second case study, which currently boasts over 100,000 users
representing over 100 languages. This free, flexible platform for learners and
teachers allows them to connect with native speakers on either an individual or
class-to-class basis, making it possible for students to engage in synchronous,
real time exchanges to develop their language proficiency and increase their
intercultural awareness. The author provides engaging examples of ways to use
this tool, as does the third case study, in which Blyth describes the development of
an open source annotation tool called eComma, which turns reading into a group
activity by encouraging learners to help each other understand a text. eComma
provides readers with guidance and feedback during the reading process and
allows learners to analyze texts in a collaborative and exploratory manner.
2.2.

Sharing resources

The second section includes three examples that illustrate the benefits and
challenges of sharing and reusing resources. First, Motzo describes the
3
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contribution made by learners in the creation of reusable and adaptable
digital and interactive materials. She argues that the creative engagement of
the learners leads to an increase in both their participation in the learning
experience as well as their appreciation of the importance of gaining
transferable skills.
Conversely, Winchester focuses on her own experience as a teacher engaged in
the practice of repurposing resources, and provides practical advice on how to
select and adapt OER based on different pedagogical criteria. She reflects on the
process of reusing and adapting resources for language teaching, and how this
process can contribute to the professional development of teachers.
Calvi, Motzo and Silipo close this section with a description of a collaborative
experience of producing audio-visual OER to help Italian learners with the
pronunciation of specific sounds. They report on the advantages of working and
sharing openly, and reflect on the benefits that working collaboratively can have
for individuals and institutions.
2.3.

Sharing practice

The four case studies in the third section focus on sharing practice amongst
teachers in the context of projects that harness openness to maximise the impact
of professional development activities. First, Watson describes the experience
of a group of part-time language teachers involved in the FAVOR (Find a
Voice through Open Resources) Project, aimed at spreading the word on the
advantages of open working and sharing amongst part-time teachers. Through
the use of interview data, the author investigates the impact of the teachers’
involvement in the project on their professional practices. She concludes that the
most significant outcome of the project may have been the teachers’ increased
awareness of the learning design inherent in their own OER and those of other
people.
A similar experience is described by Borthwick and Dickens with reference to
the Community Café project. Through it, a community of open practice amongst
4
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community-based language teachers who were new to OER and OEP was fostered
by providing a space to create and publish open educational resources related to
their teaching. The authors provide practical examples of teacher involvement,
and discuss some of the issues that should be considered when reaching out to
a culturally diverse community group. They conclude that working with OER
and OEP can impact significantly on the professional lives of community-based
language teachers as long as participants are given the necessary time to absorb
the new knowledge effectively.
Another initiative is presented by King, who describes the Onstream Project,
aimed at encouraging collaboration and the sharing of resources and pedagogical
approaches between teachers of Russian in supplementary schools, who are
often volunteers working in isolation, and those in a mainstream secondary
school and a university’s Russian Department. The collaboration involved
an online discussion forum, a resource bank for sharing materials and lesson
observation. The researchers found a number of obstacles in the development
of a culture of sharing among teachers, including contextual differences in the
production and use of the materials, the variety of pedagogical approaches
and, significantly, psycho-sociological factors inherent to the act of sharing
with strangers.
Finally, Duensing, Gallardo and Heiser look at the collaborative development
of OER from a staff development perspective. They present a project that aimed
to promote open practices in a blended teaching context through collaborative
writing and peer review of resources. They describe the various steps and
activities in the project and discuss the gains in understanding of social online
tools, and the enhancement in teaching practice that can result from teachers
collaborating openly in the creation of OER.
2.4.

Collaborative learning
and student-generated content

The fourth section in this publication comprises a selection of case-studies
dealing with student-generated content and collaborative learning. Rossade
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opens this section with an interesting example of the use of task forums to
promote open discussion amongst learners in an advanced German course. He
looks at the learning benefits of engaging in open communication in a protected
environment, and the potential of using the resulting learner-generated content
as a teaching resource in itself. Iglesias Mora and Leeming take this one step
further by involving some of their beginners’ Spanish learners in turning the
content generated through forum discussions into open educational resources.
They present examples of how the forum activities can be turned into open
resources, and discuss the benefits for learners deriving from their engagement
in this process.
Another two interesting case studies explore different ways of utilising
materials made available openly through the OpenLIVES project (Learning
Insights from the Voices of Émigrés from Spain). Nelson and Pozo-Gutiérrez
present the collaborative work undertaken at the University of Southampton,
which involved a group of undergraduate students in the production of
learning materials based on the oral histories gathered by one of the authors
in the course of her research into immigration. The authors discuss how
the process was central to students’ language learning but also provided
relevant academic knowledge of cultural and historical events. In addition,
the learners developed a range of very relevant skills such as transcribing
and subtitling. Martínez-Arboleda uses the same resources as the basis
for a final year module in which his students learn to become responsible
digital scholars gaining a critical and ethical understanding of the social,
epistemological and educational issues of economic migrations in Spain in
the last century.
This section closes with Goria’s description of the open course Collaborative
Italian (Collit), an online learning initiative which targets adult students of
Italian and provides them with a communicative language learning experience
based on collaboration and social interaction. Through the use of a wiki, it
requires learners to take responsibility for their own learning outcomes by
repurposing open online resources to create new learning materials to be shared
within the learning community. The author reflects on the difficulties caused
6
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by high dropout rates and varying levels of proficiency, although she found
that the learners who participated in Collit showed increased engagement and
involvement with the learning process.
2.5.

Learner autonomy

The last section in this book comprises two studies on learner autonomy. First,
Capellini explores how creating OER can enhance student autonomy in the
context of a self-study environment. He argues that, in order to benefit fully
from the potential offered by OER, learners need to be aware of and open to
different ways of using them. He also claims that learner autonomy does not
imply learning alone, and that the mediation of teacher and peers is a necessary
condition for the experience to be successful.
In the last case study, Beaven discusses the possibilities offered by MOOCs
to supplement English for Academic Purposes courses at university level, and
shows how they can enhance the learning experience by providing on the one
hand content that is academically more relevant to the individual’s studies, and
on the other a higher level of choice for the learner to use the resources that are
more appropriate to their language needs and personal learning style. The effect
on learner autonomy will potentially be beneficial in terms of the individual’s
lifelong learning process.

3.

Final words

We hope that this wide-ranging selection of case studies will provide practical
and inspiring examples of how OER and OEP can become part of the language
classroom, to be used by both teacher trainers and practitioners in different
educational contexts. Our ultimate aim, however, is to showcase the fact that
there is no one way to engage in “open” practices in language teaching, and that
there are multiple ways of pursuing “openness” in language teaching. Ultimately
however, there is one constant which emerges from all of these case studies: the
belief that engaging in open practices not only benefits students and their learning
7
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but also teachers by providing access to new tools, ideas, and communities from
all around the world.
It has been a pleasure for us, as editors, to work together (albeit while being in
three different countries and timezones) on this project over the past year. We
are delighted to help make public through this book the important work that
our colleagues are doing in the area of OER, OEP and language instruction
around the world. We hope that you will find these case studies as inspiring
as we did.
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Communicating Out in the Open:
The WordPress Class Blogs Plug-In Suite
and Language Learning
Barbara Sawhill1
Abstract

T

his case study discusses the development of the Class Blogs Plug-In Suite
in WordPress in order to create a blogging tool for use with all levels of

language classes. The template, which is openly accessible and independent
of a Learning Management System (LMS), creates an open, online learning
environment that not only provides students with the ability to post their own
work as well as comment on their classmates’ work, it also has the potential
to transcend individual classroom conversations and allow conversation
to happen with language speakers around the world. This template was
developed over the past 10 years, with the help of language teachers and
students, and with the aim of facilitating the class blogging experience: it
creates a central page that aggregates information from students’ individual
blog posts, images and videos in one central location, making it much easier
to connect and comment with classmates. The template also provides easily
accessible information on number of words blogged, number of posts written
as well as number of comments made on others’ blogs as a way to encourage
language production and a sense of community. Concurrent with the
exploration of the blogging template, this case study will provide suggestions
on how teachers can encourage connections with the outside world, and
examples of how students have accomplished thoughtful, integrated learning
in the open environment of a blog to further their language learning.
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1.

Context

Educational blogging is not a new phenomenon. Over the past decade several
free blogging tools have been created for educators to use with their classes. In
addition, many learning management systems (e.g. Blackboard, Moodle, Sakai)
now incorporate blogs into their standard set-ups.
There are shortcomings with these versions of blogging tools, however. Quite
often there is a “one-size-fits-all” feel, and users reported that they felt limited
by the ways in which they could configure the technology to suit personal
preferences or to address the students’ specific learning outcomes. Teachers
have reported informally that older blogging tools forced them to change their
teaching to fit the tool instead of using a tool that reinforced their teaching
methodologies.
Many blogging tools presume that teachers and students want to work within a
closed environment where the students in a class could only read and write posts
with their classmates. As our teachers began to weigh the pros and cons of open
versus closed, many began to question whether a closed blog was any different
from a discussion board.
In addition, teachers began to ponder the kind of learning that might happen if
their language students’ writing and commenting was open to the world. Was
there a way to balance the possibilities of open-ness with security and privacy
concerns? Would native speakers read students’ posts and leave comments? And
if so, what would they say and how would the students react?
Teachers are not always technologists, nor do teachers always work in
schools that have staff that are willing to customize a blog to meet a faculty
member’s needs. As a result, many teachers can become frustrated and
disenchanted with the generic blogging tools, and choose not to use them
at all.
The Class Blogs Plug-In Suite is a combination of multiple plugins and a single
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theme for use with WordPress, an open-source blogging and publishing platform.
The source code for the tool is open and available to be downloaded, shared
and adapted as needed. The goal of the Class Blogs Plug-In Suite is to make
WordPress easier for students and professors to use when blogging as a class,
an activity that the Cooper International Learning Center has been encouraging
and supporting since the spring of 2007. While in 2007 we received only
modest initial curiosity that semester, with two small classes experimenting with
blogging, we soon saw curiosity turn into much more sustained interest in class
blogging, with an average of seven classes blogging per semester, generating
approximately 100 posts per class, with class sizes ranging from as few as 10 to
as many as 60 students.
Regardless of whether teachers choose to use the Class Blogs Plug-In Suite, this
case study will discuss both a rationale and a strategy for using open blogging in
the language classroom as a way to increase student engagement with authentic
language and culture via the web.

2.

Intended outcomes

The intended outcomes were to develop a tool that:
•

was scalable (class sizes ranged from 10 to 60 students);

•

would work in all of the eight languages taught;

•

was easily customizable (i.e. able to incorporate multimedia, to activate
templates and plugins to suit personal preferences, etc.);

•

could provide teachers with an efficient way to track and access content
created by students;

•

would strike a balance between a student’s individual blogging space as
well as a class blog aggregation tool.
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The following pedagogical goals were also developed. In particular, it was
decided that language teachers wanted:
•

to explore effective ways in which teachers could connect their students
with native speakers using technology;

•

to encourage students to take (calculated) risks in a second language by
writing about topics of personal interest and receiving feedback;

•

to discover blogs and bloggers in languages other than English and in
places other than the United States.

3.

Nuts and bolts

Most of the technical terms used in this case study will be familiar to those
with experience in WordPress. However, there is a slight divergence between
the standard terms used when talking about WordPress and the terms used in the
following paragraphs. Specifically, WordPress refers to a setup where multiple
sub-blogs are managed by a single primary blog as a multisite network, with each
sub-blog designated as a site. This case study, however, refers to the primary site
as the parent blog, and every other site as a child blog. With this exception, the
rest of the terms used are in line with WordPress’s standard terminology.
3.1.

Aggregation of posts

Figure 1 shows the front page of the parent blog, which is a template that
aggregates all of the posts from the student (or child) blogs. Unlike most blogs
where posts are arranged horizontally with the most recent post is at the top,
this theme was created to organize students’ posts in a more inclusive manner.
Excerpts of the students’ posts can be seen at the same time on the same page.
Each time a student publishes an entry, his or her blog appears in the upper left
hand corner of the page, nudging all of the other posts to the right and down, but
not off of the front page.
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Figure 1.

Front page of the parent blog
(http://languages.oberlin.edu/courses/2011/spring/hisp205/)

3.2.

Keeping track of content

Teachers expressed a desire to be able to get a sense of the students’ production
on an ‘as needed’ basis. As seen in Figure 2, the tool counts the total number
of posts generated by the student as well as the total number of comments that
student has made on other students’ blogs within the class.
Figure 2.

Close up of the child blog as seen on the parent blog
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Another plugin was created to help keep track of the total number of words
generated by each student throughout the semester (see Figure 3).
Figure 3.

3.3.

Total number of words created by the student, per week

Protecting student identity

Teachers and students alike have grown more concerned about how their personal
information might be accessed online. Educational institutions also worry about
privacy issues when classwork is created and shared in open spaces. As a way to
address these concerns, the tool allows students to blog under a different name
(visible in Figure 2).
3.4.

Multimedia

Students are encouraged to incorporate images and YouTube videos in their
posts, but in past iterations of the blogging tool it was difficult to find them. A
plugin was created for the parent blog sidebar, allowing all images and YouTube
videos that were posted elsewhere to appear in the sidebar, with a link back to
the blog of origin.

4.

In practice

In order to take full advantage of the language learning that can happen via
open blogging, teachers need to understand the ethos of blogging. Successful
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blogging depends upon reciprocity; it is not enough to post one’s thoughts and
wait for comments. Instead, bloggers need to seek out and comment upon the
work of other bloggers, as a way to build community, but to also bring readers
back to their blogs.
Given that there are, on average, two blogs created every second, it is statistically
unlikely that a students’ blog will be noticed and commented upon unless an
effort is made to connect with bloggers outside of the classroom.
How does one find bloggers in other languages and countries? One way is to
search for blogs via a list of the regional Google domains (list of country-specific
domains).
To access the advanced blog search in any Google domain, follow these two
steps (see Figure 4). The steps are exactly the same in any language and any
domain.
Figure 4.

Locating blogs in Google
via a specialized search

Students can search the blogs for topics, keywords, etc. of interest with the
ultimate goal of reading and commenting on another blogger’s posts in the target
language, but also encouraging reciprocation from the blogger by leaving a url
to the student’s blog along with their comments.
Blogs in the language classroom are an excellent way for students to explore
and converse about their personal interests in the target language. Examples of
students using blogs in this way can be seen in Figure 5, Figure 6 and Figure 7.
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Claire was interested in graffiti art in Latin America. After researching blogs
written in Spanish about graffti, she encountered a blog created by women
graffiti artists and began to leave comments and ask questions. To her delight,
the artists started leaving comments on her blog posts as well. Over time the
conversations moved from the asynchronous format of the blog to a synchronous
instant messaging tool (as seen in Figure 5).
Figure 5.

Claire interacting with women graffiti artists /bloggers

Evie used her blog to write about her experiences when studying in Ciudad Juárez,
México, and to share information about the femicides that were happening at an
alarming rate during her stay. She used her blog to connect with contacts she had
made in México and to discuss ongoing efforts to solve the tragedy of so many
women being killed at that time.
At the end of the semester, Evie received an unsolicited comment from the
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mother of Brenda Lerma Pineda, a 17 year old woman who had been found
brutally murdered in México (as seen in Figure 6). The mother sent her letter in
the comment section of Evie’s blog with the instructions that it be sent “to the
congress of your state” in order that the perpetrators “be punished in accordance
with the severity of their crime”.
For Evie, this was a remarkable moment. The horrible reality of femicides was
no longer something she was blogging about from a distance. One of the families
affected was now contacting her via the blog and asking for support in their
quest for proper punishment for their child’s murderers.
Figure 6.

Evie and the Mexican femicides

Sean was a passionate student of music composition and theory. He also
expressed a growing interest in the art of teaching and in the process of learning.
Sean was able to mesh all of his worlds and his passions – Pedagogy and Spanish
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and Music – into his class blog (Figure 7). Thinking of the hours he had spent
teaching himself in anticipation of his Conservatory studies, Sean created a blog
that was a guide, a syllabus, and a tool to help others learn as well. As a result
his Spanish 305 blog was an openly available study tool for Spanish speakers
interested in Music Theory and Composition. He wrote about the process of
blogging as follows:
I quickly found that blogging was a good way for me to show – myself –
that I knew what I was talking about. It demanded that I understood my
material and actively thought about it and the clarity with which I was
teaching. I also had to weigh countless movements, works, and names
from over a century of music literature against one another, and then
I quickly found that while I could avoid bias, I still tended to write most
clearly about what I understood best – AND what I was more passionate
about.
Figure 7.

Sean’s blog

Towards the end of the semester, he received this comment:
Hola!!!!! buscando datos sobre impresionismo llegué a tu información. La
verdad que esta muy bueno como explicas los movimientos, me intereso
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sobre todo el Impresionismo porque tengo que dar unas clases prácticas en
secundario y estoy buscando información para que a los chicos les resulte
didáctico, entretenido y puedan aprenderlo… [sic]
In this comment the writer, a secondary school teacher in Argentina, was looking
for information about how to teach Impressionism to her students. She found
Sean’s blog and asked for his guidance in teaching the subject to her students.
Through their interactions on the blog, Sean’s writing became a valued resource
for the teacher and for her students. Sean commented:
Short and sweet, the blogging system to me demonstrated that I am
not the ignorant Spanish student I thought I was, and helped instill the
first thoughts of pedagogy into my mind – I have been thinking about
education differently ever since.
The remarkable connections that Claire, Evie and Sean experienced via their
blogs happened because they were invested in their subjects and were eager to
share and learn out in the open, and because the tool they were using made their
work available to the outside world.

5.

Conclusion

The Cooper International Learning Center at Oberlin College has worked with
faculty to create an open source blogging tool with built-in plugins that allow
faculty and students to engage in conversations with their classmates, and with
people beyond the classroom. The blogging tool was customized to allow faculty
better and more efficient access to the work being done by their students, as well
as allowing students an easier way to add multimedia, tags, comments and text
about topics that were of interest to them.
When used as a place for students to explore and write about personal areas of
interest in the target language, blogs can provide a space outside of the closed
learning management system to explore ideas and potentially connect with
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others. Those connections may need to be cultivated intentionally, but when they
do happen, blogs can provide an excellent opportunity for students to engage
with authentic language practices and to learn about culture first hand.
The Class Blogs Plug-In Suite was developed and tested in WordPress version
3.3. It has been downloaded over 3,000 times from the WordPress plug in site.
As is the case with other OER, it is available for others to adapt and improve and
then share back with the community. We welcome the community’s participation
in its continued development as well as feedback about the extraordinary
connections that can happen through this tool.
Acknowledgments. The author wishes to acknowledge the work of Justin
Locsei for the development of the Class Blogs Plug-In Suite, as well as the
students in HISP 205 and 305 at Oberlin College for the work they have done
using these blogs over the past ten years. In particular, she would like to thank
Claire Miller, Evie Levine, and Sean Hanson for their dedication to their projects
and for sharing their work with others.

Useful resources
A list of the courses (language and non language) that have used this tool: http://languages.
oberlin.edu/cilc/blogs/archives/
A list of international Google domains: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Google_domains
Further information about blogging and language learning: http://languagelabunleashed.org/
series/teaching-transparently/
The Class Blogs Plug-In Suite: http://wordpress.org/extend/plugins/class-blogs/
Wordpress: http://wordpress.com
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The Mixxer:
Connecting Students
with Native Speakers via Skype
Todd Bryant1
Abstract

T

he Mixxer was created at Dickinson College in Pennsylvania, USA
as a way to connect language students with native speakers as part

of a mutual language exchange. The site began as a potential solution
for one instructor who had difficulty finding a reliable class-to-class
partnership for her Japanese course and has since grown to include over
100,000 users representing more than 100 languages and is used by a
number of academic and government institutions around the world. Built
using Drupal and integrated with Skype, the site allows for individuals and
instructors to connect in a variety of ways including individual exchanges
between language learners, class to class exchanges, and events. Events are
invitations organized by an instructor inviting potential language partners
to sign up to speak with their students at a given day and time. For writing
practice, the site provides a blog function allowing learners to post and ask
the community for feedback. For instructors who would like to keep track
of language exchanges completed by their students as homework, there
is also a confirmation function. The student can send their partner a form
asking that they confirm the exchange after which a summary then appears
on their confirmation page.

Keywords: eTandem, Skype, CMC, language exchange, social network, open
tools.
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1.

Context

Dickinson College is a small liberal arts college located in a rural part of the
United States. Like many institutions, Dickinson wanted to connect students
studying a second language with native speakers interested in improving their
English skills, an invaluable cultural as well as linguistic experience.
About ten years ago, one of the first goals for using technology in the languages
was to take advantage of new chat clients with added voice capability. Exchanges
via text chat at Dickinson were already somewhat established, including a class
in the French department which did regular exchanges with a high school in
France. A teacher in the Japanese department became interested in doing the
same for Japanese, though she required that the exchange be verbal, since the
beginning and intermediate students would not be able to type at a speed that
would make text chatting feasible.
Finding and maintaining a synchronous voice exchange with a class in Japan
proved very difficult. However, after several weeks of leaving posts on forums,
writing to various listservs, and trying to leverage institutional partnerships
abroad, a teacher of English interested in an exchange was eventually found.
The exchanges were still very time-consuming to organize, due to different
expectations from each side, academic calendars, and the thirteen-hour time
difference.
The Mixxer, as seen in Figure 1, was originally envisioned as a way for teachers
to find each other and connect for class-to-class exchanges. Potential teachers
could provide information about the type of exchanges they were seeking,
available times, and technical capabilities in order that a more productive
partnership could be found. While creating the site, the decision was also made
to allow individual learners to sign up, although there was no foreseen use for
these accounts at the time. As the site grew, however, this pool of independent
language learners allowed us to schedule “events”, an invitation to users sent
via email using their profile information from the site to contact Dickinson
students, at a given time via Skype.
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Figure 1.

The Mixxer homepage

Using the Mixxer, it became possible to provide exchanges to almost any class,
regardless of language and time with only a few days’ notice from the teacher.

2.

Intended outcomes

When creating the Mixxer, there were two principal goals. The first was to make
the process for organizing these interactions as easy and flexible as possible. By
doing so, student verbal competence was expected to improve along with an
increase in authentic cultural interactions.
In 2006 there had already been many studies that demonstrated the benefits of
synchronous computer mediated communication, although at the time they had
focused almost entirely on text chats.The expectation of the project was that by
creating a system that allowed for the ability to organize verbal exchanges for
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Dickinson students on short notice, and with a format flexible enough to support
conversations by students from the beginning to intermediate levels, teachers
would see the value not only in the increased time dedicated to each student’s
speaking and listening, but as a source of motivation and positive reinforcement
as well.
The steady increase in new users to the site, currently roughly 100 per day,
and a system “event” function, whereby native speakers are invited to sign
up to speak with Dickinson students one on one, allows any teacher on the
site, whether from Dickinson or another institution, to organize an exchange
for their students with only 3 to 4 days’ notice. This is true for any foreign
language at virtually any time of day. As a result, there has been a steady rise
in the number of teachers who have added language exchanges as a regular
part of the course at Dickinson College. In 2004, there were one or two courses
in French and Japanese which interacted with native speakers. For the spring
of 2013, 22 courses are scheduled in Spanish, Japanese, French, German,
Arabic and Russian and several more are expected before the beginning of
the semester.
The exchanges have proven to be popular with students as well. In the fall
of 2008, teachers added four questions to the course evaluations about the
exchanges via Skype. Roughly 90% of the students from the five Spanish
courses, two Italian courses and one German course enjoyed the exchanges
and thought they were beneficial to their language learning. A survey of
Japanese students in 2007 demonstrated similar results with students giving
an average rating of 4.9 on a scale of one to six from strongly disagree to
strongly agree on questions about their enjoyment and perceived effectiveness
of the exchanges.

3.

Nuts and bolts

The Mixxer began and still is almost exclusively an individual project, although
faculty from a number of departments use the system and have at times requested
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a feature. The most important example being the request from a Japanese teacher
to build the “event” function, which has since been modified to make it easier
for any teacher on the site to more easily organize events and have learners
seamlessly connect via Skype.
Because a single person develops the site in addition to organizing most of
the exchanges, it was important to find a system that made development as
easy as possible, could scale to a large number of users, and would be free
for the college. The original site was created from scratch using Microsoft’s
.NET framework; however, the project moved to Drupal when it became clear
that a significant amount of programming effort would be saved by changing
platforms and using Drupal’s modules to add social networking functions
such as messaging, contacts, and blogs. Instead of having to write extensive
code for each of these functions as is done with .NET, Drupal already has
modules that only need to be configured and occasionally modified with a
few lines of php. Drupal has also become increasingly popular in education,
and they’ve released distributions with modules already installed for many
common uses in education including department websites, digital humanities,
and courses.

4.

In practice

There are three principal ways that instructors use the Mixxer web site to
connect their students with native speakers. The most common is to have
the students register on their own, find a partner using the search function
as seen in Figure 2, and complete the exchanges as homework. It’s best to
instruct students to have a topic and questions before the exchange. This is
especially true for beginner and low-intermediate students. Because this
does involve coordinating times with a stranger, one should be as flexible as
possible concerning due dates. By assigning a certain number of exchanges per
month or semester instead of per week, students with some planning can still
complete the assignment even if their first partner has technical difficulties or
is otherwise unreliable. Even if a student has difficulty connecting with their
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first partner, native English speakers should never have any difficulty finding
another partner rather quickly with whom they can exchange on a regular basis.
Figure 2.

An individual search in the Mixxer

At Dickinson College, the most frequently used function to connect students
is by using the “events”. For the event, either the technologist or a teacher at
the college announce the day and time on the website. Users who match the
language profile then receive an invitation with a link where they can sign up.
The instructor who organized the event can then see a list of users who signed
up along with contact information as seen in Figure 3. On the day of the event,
students meet in the computer lab. A text chat is sent via Skype to all of the
native speakers who had signed up to take attendance. These Skype names are
distributed among students who then initiate the call. For instructors interested
in how the events work, a video is available on YouTube.
28

Todd Bryant

Figure 3.

Scheduling an event in the Mixxer

The disadvantage of the event format is that class time is required. The major
benefit is that every student is able to connect every time, making for a more
positive experience for the students as well as the teacher. Because there is a
pool of individual users already connected on Skype, it is possible to match
those connected with Dickinson students one-to-one using any extras to create
group calls of three people. It is also less stressful for the students knowing their
teacher is available for help. For this reason even if a teacher plans to assign
exchanges outside of class, it is recommended to have one in-class event in order
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for students to gain some confidence and at least one contact. This function
is available to any user on the site with teacher permission. Any professional
educator is welcome to create an account on the site and then email bryantt@
dickinson.edu to gain this additional access along with more detailed instructions.
The final and original method for connecting students is the class search.
This function is also only available to teachers and allows them to search for
partner classes. As mentioned earlier, differing schedules, expectations and
technical capabilities can make class to class partnerships very challenging.
When successful, however, the benefits can make the additional planning time
worthwhile, allowing students to develop relationships and work together on
long-term projects. To minimize the difficulties and take advantage of the
positive aspects of these exchanges, it is vital that teachers from both sides have
a clear understanding of each other’s class goals and expectations, and that they
clearly communicate these specifics with their students.

5.

Conclusion

When thinking of open resources available to educators, one usually thinks
of content. There certainly has been an explosion of excellent digital items
available to educators ranging from YouTube clips of everyday language to high
quality maps, images and 3D representations from the world’s top museums.
Indeed, they have become so numerous that the principal challenge has shifted
from the creation of these individual resources to the creation and development
of multiple interlinked databases that allow these resources to be found and
presented in useful ways for teaching and research. However as more language
instructors focus on communication, the ability to connect easily and reliably,
asynchronously or in real time, and via text or audio is the most important
advance in web-based technology over the past ten years. Students certainly
benefit from the increased exposure to one-on-one communication with a native
speaker linguistically, but it is at least as important as a way of providing students
with an immediate practical use for their study and as a personal introduction to
a culture with which they will hopefully engage for the rest of their lives.
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Useful links
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Video of creating a Mixxer event: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwM2_sktNSo
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eComma: An Open Source Tool
for Collaborative L2 Reading
Carl Blyth1
Abstract

R

eading has increasingly become a social activity thanks to the rise of
e-readers such as iPads and Kindles. This means that people can now

carry on Internet-mediated conversations with others about the texts they are
reading. This case study describes eComma, an open source web application
for textual annotation developed by the Center for Open Educational
Resources and Language Learning (COERLL). eComma turns reading
into a group activity during which learners help each other understand a
text. For example, readers mark up a digital text with tags and comments
to which other readers may respond. Tags and comments are automatically
displayed as word clouds for further analysis. Social reading tools such
as eComma provide readers with valuable guidance and feedback during
the reading process and thus allow learners to analyze a text together in a
more collaborative and exploratory manner. Originally conceived as a tool
to facilitate close-reading activities in the English literature classroom, this
case study recounts how second language teachers are exploring eComma’s
potential. It is shown that eComma helps language learners’ deal more
effectively with unknown vocabulary and grammar. In addition, eComma’s
hypermedia environment heightens language learners’ awareness of the
process of textual interpretation.

Keywords: annotation, close reading, collaborative learning, multiple literacies,
social reading.
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1.

Context: Reading literary texts
in a foreign language

Foreign-language learners frequently complain that reading literary texts can
be a frustrating experience, mainly because of the hours spent hunting for
definitions in the dictionary. And yet, there is great benefit to be gained from
reading ‘real’ texts, rather than pedagogically ‘doctored’ texts so prevalent in
the beginning stages of language study. Teachers sometimes attempt to solve
this problem by providing lessons on reading strategies, especially the merits
of contextual guessing. Teachers also try to lighten the reading load by glossing
texts for learners. For example, LitGloss, an open access project from the
University of Buffalo, provides digital versions of many foreign language short
stories and poems that include grammatical and cultural glosses. Unfortunately,
glosses are no panacea. In fact, glosses can actually make learners more passive
and less apt to struggle with the demands of reading.
In 2009, a new tool called eComma was created to help struggling learners
overcome the problems associated with the close reading of literary texts.
Designed by faculty and graduate students from the Department of English
at the University of Texas at Austin, the tool’s main purpose was to enable a
group of readers to build a commentary on a text and to search, display, and
share the commentary online in a more pliable form than had previously been
available. The tool was the result of a grant from the National Endowment for
the Humanities, an independent agency of the US federal government and one of
the largest funders of humanities projects in the United States. The tool was also
partially funded by an internal grant from the University of Texas at Austin. In
concrete terms, eComma provided a suite of free annotation tools and an online
space for learners to read in a collaborative fashion.
Originally conceived to facilitate close-reading activities in the English literature
classroom, the tool was soon adapted to the second language classroom. After
all, reading foreign language texts – literary or non-literary – requires a close,
word-by-word approach to textual interpretation. In essence, eComma allowed
learners to ‘crowd source’ their reading burdens by turning a solitary activity
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into a group activity. In addition to relieving learners’ frustrations over unknown
vocabulary and grammar, eComma’s hypermedia environment heightened
learners’ awareness of the process of textual interpretation.
The new tool gave rise to new pedagogical practices by turning reading into
a social activity where different readers made different kinds of contributions
to meaning-making teams. Some readers enjoyed looking up words in the
dictionary. Other readers preferred tackling grammatical problems. And the
teacher would often personalize the activity even further by assigning readers
different roles to play in the process of interpreting a text. For example, the
English literature teacher often began the lesson by handing each learner a note
card on which was written a rhetorical device. Next, the learner quickly scanned
the text on the computer and highlighted examples of the rhetorical device. After
approximately ten minutes, the class had thoroughly marked up the poem with
annotations for such tropes as simile, synecdoche and metonymy. After several
more passes through the text, the learners were finally allowed to “read” the text
in its entirety and to share their interpretations with each other. The result was an
online, interpretive activity in which all learners seemed to be deeply engaged.
In sum, social reading and collaborative annotation tools helped learners who
were struggling with the demands of difficult readings by allowing them to
become members of a team. Traditional approaches to reading force learners to
perform the same task, that is, to read the text alone. In contrast, social reading
allows learners to negotiate strategies for “dividing and conquering the text”
with their classmates.

2.

Intended outcomes: An open
source tool for social reading

A year later, the developers of eComma granted COERLL (Center for Open
Educational Resources and Language Learning) permission to reprogram
the software in Drupal, a popular open source content management system.
COERLL is one of 15 national foreign language resource centers funded by the
U.S. Department of Education’s Title VI Program whose mission is to produce
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and disseminate materials and best practices for language learning. The goal was
to create a free, open-source version of eComma for any language at any level.
Usability testing and pilot testing in foreign language classrooms took place from
2010-2011 at the University of Texas at Austin and at Cornell University. Based
on these tests, COERLL undertook a complete redesign of the original eComma
application. In addition to redesigning the interface, programmers at COERLL
sought to assure that the new version of eComma would interact seamlessly with
different browsers and different operating systems. Finally, another important
goal of the redesign was to facilitate research on social reading. This was
accomplished by allowing administrators and teachers to download the learners’
tags and comments as an XML file. The XML file could then be imported to a
Google Doc for analysis.

3.

Nuts and bolts

As a Drupal module, the new version of eComma is free and open to the public;
however, it requires a server that runs Drupal. Similar to learning management
systems such as Blackboard, content management systems like Drupal require
technical support. Therefore, instructors interested in using eComma must first
contact their computer support staff to determine whether Drupal is available on
their campus. All necessary technical information about the eComma module
can be found on eComma’s Developer page. Directions on how to set up classes
and upload texts can be found on the eComma technical page. eComma’s system
requirements for OSX 10.6 are Safari 5, Firefox 10 and Chrome 17 or higher.
For Windows 7 computers, Firefox 10 or higher is required. Today, the opensource version of eComma has a brand new look and several new functionalities:
•

a website with information about pedagogical applications of social
reading;

•

an extensive help page for users;

•

a new set of icons to enhance navigation;
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•

an easy way to download comments and display them as an XML file;

•

a simple way to import all user data to a Google docs spreadsheet for
analysis.

4.

In practice

Even though the open-source version of eComma has been available to the
public for only a short time, the new website already features several classroom
case studies based on early pilot testing (Figure 1).
Figure 1.

eComma web site

The first case study was based on a graduate course on linguistic variation
in French-speaking societies at the University of Texas at Austin. For this
activity, the teacher had the learners read a text written in Louisiana Creole,
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a short story titled “L’espoir”. Since there is no standard way to write
Louisiana Creole, the author invented his own spellings, borrowing heavily
from French orthography. The teacher told the learners to annotate as many
variable spellings as they could find. To help them with the task, the teacher
demonstrated how to use eComma’s word cloud feature to compare spellings
(Figure 2). A word cloud is an alphabetical display of all the words that occur
in a text in terms of their frequency – the more frequent the word in the text,
the bigger the word in the cloud.
Figure 2.

Word cloud in eComma

Several eComma features were useful for guiding in-class discussion. The
teacher employed the heat maps to draw learners’ attention to heavily annotated
passages (Figure 3). This led to a discussion about the distribution of different
forms of variation found in different parts of the text.
The teacher also used the user list feature to display the comments of individual
users (Figure 4). This feature allowed the teacher to demonstrate that some
learners paid more attention to nominal morphology and other learners were
drawn to verbal morphology. Again, this insight became fodder for further
discussion about learning styles and individual differences indexed by the
learners’ patterns of annotations.
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Figure 3.

Heat map

Figure 4.

User list

This case study of eComma demonstrates a consciousness-raising activity that
is often used in second language classrooms to help learners discover formmeaning pairings. A more common example of this type of form-focused
activity would be to have learners annotate different past tense forms found in a
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narrative text, e.g. preterite vs. imperfect. Comparing the different highlighted
verb forms in context would help learners to develop their own hypotheses about
the meanings of the narrative past tenses. The same could be done for other
formal categories: singular vs. plural, definite vs. indefinite, active vs. passive,
indicative vs. subjunctive.
The second case study came from its use in a fourth semester French course at
the University of Texas at Austin. The teacher instructed the learners to annotate
the poem “Liberté” by Paul Eluard (1942) in either English or French as part
of their homework assignment, an example of an asynchronous use of the tool.
The learners were to comment on how the surrealist poem’s non-sequiturs and
odd juxtapositions made them feel. The teacher was pleased to discover that
learners often replied to each other’s comments, evidence that they were reading
each other in addition to reading the text. And finally, a few of the learners did
something unexpected but very much in keeping with the surrealist text – they
annotated the text with visual images taken from surrealist paintings! It was an
excellent use of multimodal glosses that extended the previous day’s discussion
of the interaction between literature and the visual arts.
The third case study described how a teacher of beginner French at Cornell
University devised a mid-semester reading activity that incorporated eComma.
To supplement the textbook, the teacher compiled a selection of prose poems
from Dany Laferrière’s (1994) Chronique de la dérive douce, a book that
recounts the first year that Laferrière spent in Canada as a refugee from the
Duvalier regime in Haiti. As homework, the teacher had her learners read one
of the poems online and share their exploratory commentaries on eComma
in English. She followed this activity with a worksheet to assess her learners’
comprehension. Based on her eComma “experiment”, the teacher drew some
preliminary conclusions about social reading:
•

it precludes the need for certain kinds of pre-reading activities, especially
those that forestall the productive process of grappling with meaningmaking;
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•

it models effective reading strategies for learners who may not employ
them on a regular basis;

•

the inductive nature of social reading (discovering meaning through social
interaction) heightens appreciation of the text and of the fruitfulness of
collaboration.

The fourth case study was based on a graduate level course titled Literacy
through Literature taught by a teacher of German at the University of Arizona.
The course explored the role that literary texts and aesthetic reading played
in the development of second language literacies. Literacy was used in the
course both in the traditional sense of the reading of printed texts and in the
wider sense of multiliteracies, which include social and cultural literacies as
well as new media literacies. One of the readings for the course was a chapter
from narratologist Marie-Laure Ryan’s (2001) book Narrative as Virtual
Reality on immersivity and interactivity as two modes of reading narrative
texts. At the end of this chapter, Ryan introduces an example from the book If
on a Winter’s Night a Traveler by Italo Calvino (1979). The teacher decided
to implement eComma in a synchronous activity that allowed her learners to
consider Ryan’s distinction between immersive and interactive reading, and
to examine what kinds of pedagogical interventions might encourage one
or the other mode of engagement. Here is how the teacher described what
happened:
“After the first few learners had created annotations, I noticed that almost
everything that had been posted was an experiential response. I added a
couple of comments of my own, including one about Calvino’s use of the
second person. I was curious to see if learners would follow my lead or
if they would continue to post about their personal reading experiences.
A couple of people did respond to my comment… [These comments]
yielded productive material for our in-class discussion of the degree to
which a text encourages either immersive or interactive readings. While
[one learner] attempted to build upon what I had said by identifying

40

Carl Blyth

other familiar literacy practices in which the second person was used,
the better portion of the annotations pertained to their personal reading
experiences. Many of these related to the particular experience of working
with eComma.”
The teacher reported that while some learners experienced initial difficulty
learning to annotate the text (she hadn’t given the learners an introduction to
the software since she felt it was so transparent), all agreed that the software
held potential for working with texts in an L2 context. They appeared to be
most excited about the flexibility of the software. Several noted that the program
could also be used as a space to share learners’ findings during a text-anchored
Internet research activity.

5.

Conclusion

OERs (Open Educational Resources) represent a heterogeneous group of
materials that fall on a continuum of size and complexity – from the large-scale
OERs such as online courses produced by well-funded institutions to the smallscale OERs such as a set of lesson plans produced by a single instructor. eComma
constitutes a large and technically complex OER. It has been funded by two
grants from federal agencies of the U.S. government – the National Endowment
for the Humanities and the National Foreign Language Resource Centers. In
addition, the development of eComma has been made possible by the resources
of a large research university that has played a key role as an incubator for the
pedagogical application of collaborative annotation.
When COERLL began development of eComma several years ago, social reading
was in its infancy and most annotation software was proprietary. Today, thanks
to the popularity of e-readers, social reading is on the rise. As a consequence,
more annotation tools have become publicly available. And yet, these tools are
largely limited to specific platforms, including eComma. What is needed is an
interoperable tool that will plug into a school’s learning management system or
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LMS, that is, the software application used by an educational institution for the
delivery of online courses (e.g. Blackboard, Canvas, Moodle).
Unfortunately, the current version of eComma is programmed in Drupal 6 that
is quickly being superseded by Drupal 7. By sharing eComma’s source code,
COERLL hopes to lower development costs and to increase collaboration
among interested parties. As one of the fastest growing open source content
management platforms, Drupal has a large and active community of developers,
many of whom work at universities and colleges. Regardless of eComma’s future,
COERLL aims to create a community of practice around open annotation tools
that will bring together teachers, learners, researchers and developers interested
in exploring the pedagogical affordances of social forms of digital reading.

Useful links
Center for Open Educational Resources and Language Learning (COERLL) http://www.
coerll.utexas.edu/
Drupal https://drupal.org/
eComma Developer Page http://ecomma.coerll.utexas.edu/ecomma-developer-page/
eComma Technical Page https://drupal.org/sandbox/coerll/1782670
eComma Website http://ecomma.coerll.utexas.edu/
LitGloss http://litgloss.buffalo.edu/litgloss/about-litgloss.shtml
National Endowment for the Humanities http://www.neh.gov/
University of Texas at Austin https://www.utexas.edu/
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The Linkedup Project:
An Online Repository for Language Teachers
Anna Motzo1
Abstract

L

inkedUp is a repository of open educational resources (OER) aimed at
language teachers and learners between 4-19 years. The main aim of

the project was to tackle the shortage of free high quality online materials.
The author examines how the use of technology and a ‘learner-centred’
approach led to the creation of engaging new learning activities. During the
creative process, emphasis was placed on collaboration and openness with
participants encouraged to share ideas throughout the project. This case
study focuses on one project whose aim was to combine language learning
with business studies and illustrates how learners, through a mixture of
formal and informal activities and settings, contributed to the creation of
the learning materials. It reports on how this creative engagement led to
an increase in both the learners’ participation in the learning experience
and in their appreciation of the importance of gaining transferable skills.
At the end of the project a collection of reusable and adaptable digital
and interactive materials was added to the site. This case study is part of
a growing body of research on how the OER movement is democratising
learning. However, as many of these projects still rely on short-term
external funding, concerns are expressed about whether OER repositories
are sustainable in the long term.

Keywords: Italian, language learning and teaching, learner-centred approach, open
educational resources, technology.
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1.

Context

The LinkedUp Award Scheme ran between 2009 and 2011 and was aimed at
producing innovative and creative teaching materials for language teachers
in primary, secondary and post-16 settings. It was the product of a fruitful
collaboration between various UK based language associations and led by the
Association for Language Learning (ALL).
The Association for Language Learning is an association for teachers of foreign
languages at all levels which provides professional development activities and
is responsible for a series of language learning and teaching publications. ALL
led the LinkedUp scheme together with Links into Languages: a language
specialist consortium led by the Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics
and Area Studies based at the University of Southampton (which specialises
in educational projects and professional development for language teachers)
and the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust, a non-for-profit organisation
which aims to raise learner achievement levels in schools in England and
internationally.
The main principle of the award scheme was ‘learning through sharing’
and participants were encouraged to share ideas and work together in the
creation of an online repository specifically designed for language teachers.
The platform was also viewed as a staff development opportunity since the
development of new teaching approaches and ideas were an integral part of
the projects.
The scheme encouraged collaboration between different institutions and
contributions from different areas of expertise. It funded four types of
collaborative projects that encompassed ten different themes which reflected
national priorities in language learning, such as the need to address aspects of
the national curriculum which most required further development. The types
of funded projects included partnerships coordinated by a school, a 16-19
college, a local education authority, a teacher training provider or a university
language department.
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The project themes included re-engaging hard to reach pupils in language
learning; supporting and recognising pupils’ home languages and/or plurilingual
approaches to language learning; developing pupils’ linguistic independence and
confidence in speaking; encouraging employer engagement in language learning
(supported by CILT, the National Centre for Languages); building languages
into work-related learning for 14-19 year olds and creating a smooth pathway of
progression between key stages. By August 2011, the scheme had managed to
fund 112 projects across the UK.
This case study focuses on a LinkedUp funded project entitled ‘The Language
of Business’, led by the author in the academic year 2009-2010 while working
as Italian lecturer and language coordinator at City of Westminster College
(CWC), an inner-London Further Education College. In order to widen
learner range of professional competence and future employability in a global
business environment, CWC offered a variety of vocational courses including
work based National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) awards in languages (in
French, Italian and Spanish) at levels 1 and 2 (equivalent to beginners or A1A2 Common European Framework), to post-16 learners enrolled in a Business
and Technology Educational Council (BTEC) National Diploma in Business,
which is a vocational qualification rated at level 3 on the National Qualification
Framework. However, as the NVQ Languages units were not formally integrated
into the Diploma in the Business course, learners consistently undervalued the
language component and its relevance leading to repeatedly low rates of attainment.
In collaboration with the business teaching team, it was decided to run a pilot
course of Integrated BTEC Diploma in Business with Italian and the author
produced a new syllabus and new interactive online learning material. It was
in this context that the LinkedUp project management team were approached.

2.

Intended outcomes

The main purpose of the pilot was to enhance learners’ motivation and language
skills by increasing their engagement in language learning. The experiment
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focused on only one language – Italian – as it was the most at risk within the
College.
The project priorities were identified as the need to rethink the way languages
were delivered and the crucial importance of learners obtaining realistic outof-classroom language experience designed to develop both their language and
business awareness and competence. Five specific outcomes were set:
•

to offer an alternative language delivery model for languages at CWC in
business diploma courses;

•

to increase learners engagement in language learning;

•

to improve linguistic progression and motivation;

•

to promote integration of language and business by working closely with
professionals who use languages in their day to day jobs;

•

to produce a new cutting-edge, online learning resource pack specifically
tailored to NVQ Italian language students enrolled on a business Diploma
course.

In order to achieve the above mentioned outcomes, a new scheme of work,
which integrated NVQ Italian into the Business units, was written and new
teaching and learning resources specifically based on interactive, authentic and
innovative material were devised. Specific task-based activities for the learners
were set by the author in collaboration with the business studies representatives
and supervised by the business studies coordinator in order to ensure that the
tasks fitted with the curriculum.
The crucial innovation of the pilot was that learners, through the in situ
element, were helped to develop a wide range of appropriate technical business
vocabulary and linguistic structures suitable to their levels. The pilot also
encouraged students to sharpen their business communication skills by setting
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specific tasks which involved: following employers’ instructions, carrying out
market research, making formal presentations, writing reports and taking part
in a focus group.
All the briefs and tasks were filmed and subsequently new interactive learning
activities were created and eventually added to the LinkedUp repository for
other teachers to use, adapt and modify. One further aim was to help develop the
interest and awareness of students who were not directly involved in the project.
By doing so, ‘The Language of Business’ project addressed the two main aims
of the LinkedUp award scheme:
•

to address national priorities in language learning;

•

to tackle the shortage of good online materials by producing a bank
of innovative and creative new resources which are freely available to
teachers and learners.

3.

Nuts and bolts:
‘The Language of Business’ project in detail

The pilot was organised in accordance with the parameters set by LinkedUp.
Specifically, the author was appointed project leader and worked mainly with
three business organisations:
•

Lavazza, the Italian coffee maker;

•

Giacobazzi, an Italian deli shop based in Hampstead, North London;

•

I-mage, an Italian PR and Marketing organisation based in London.

The project leader’s main duties were to liaise with the other project partners,
coordinate schedules of activities, maintain regular contact with the LinkedUp
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management team, produce a report at the end of each phase of the project and
eventually write and produce the new teaching material for the repository. In
order to guarantee efficiency, all partners and learners had to agree in advance
the schedule of work and three meetings (one for each project phase) were
organised with each business. The pilot consisted of three phases:
•

preparation: a period of 6 weeks of detailed planning;

•

implementation: a period of 3 months during which the project was
carried out with a group of 10 students;

•

resources development: a period of 2 months in which the resources
were produced and the materials eventually disseminated.

Initially, a shared Google workspace was set up for partners to communicate
and share documents, although emails and telephone calls remained the most
used forms of communication. Secondly, an action plan was devised to both
set the agenda for visits and meetings and set deadlines for the completion of
activities.
During the first phase the main representatives planned a set of activities and
tasks for students to carry out during the second phase. The team capitalised on
each business’ particular area of expertise and the activities were planned in such
a way that, by completing each task, students would provide evidence of having
achieved specific language and business based outcomes.
Specific business areas which would provide the context for the activities were
selected:
•
•
•
•
•
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Whereas the focus in the language component was on the:
•

development of specific/technical vocabulary;

•

development of basic language structures;

•

acquisition of basic grammar.

During the second phase, the project involved:
•

visits to the business partners;

•

producing videos and audio recordings featuring both businesses and
students;

•

hosting a lecture on Marketing by one of the business partners.

Finally, during the third phase the learning material was produced using videos,
PowerPoint presentations and Word documents. All the resources were tested
in the college first and were uploaded in the college’s Moodle platform so that
students could work on the material both in the classroom and independently.
Students were also encouraged to use this platform to work collaboratively in the
development of wikis to improve Italian business vocabulary.

4.

In practice: A practical example
of the type of resources produced

‘The Language of Business’ project was designed to be learner-centred, fun
and innovative. All the language learning workshops were run face-to-face
and they were carried out both in the classroom (formal learning), and out-of
the classroom in a business environment (informal learning). The language
approach used in both formal and informal settings was communicative and
based on the ‘chunks theory’ as it was thought that this would suit beginners
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best (Krishnamurthy, 2002). Nevertheless, they occasionally had to deal with
quite complex language structures and vocabulary. This approach was reflected
in the production phase of the resources. These focused on:
•

giving a business presentation;

•

giving a demonstration;

•

following instructions.

All the material produced, in accordance with the LinkedUp scheme’s directives,
was divided into the following sessions:
•

general files: documents providing an overview of the specific project;

•

resources for pupils: main learning material pack which included activity
aims and objectives, stimuli (audio/visual format) and activity templates;

•

further resources for pupils: testimonials, feedback, students sample of
work;

•

resources from the partner school.

4.1.

Structure of the activities

Each set of activities has clear language and business objectives (Figure 1 and
Figure 2).
Each set of activities starts with a stimulus. In this example (see Figure 3), a
video interview with the Marketing team of Lavazza UK was produced, followed
by the creation of learning activities which were used both interactively via an
interactive whiteboard and as a printed worksheet1.
1. See ‘Lavazza filmed interview in Italian’, http://www.linksintolanguages.ac.uk/resources/2354.
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Figure 1.

The front page of the Lavazza Case-study

Figure 2.

The unit’s objectives

Figure 3.

The video interview
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Figure 4.

First learning activity

Figure 5.

Second learning activity

Figure 6.

Third learning activity
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Then, learning activities (Figure 4, Figure 5 and Figure 6) were created and used
both interactively via an interactive whiteboard and as a printed worksheet1.

5.

Conclusion

As stated, the author’s rationale for taking part in the LinkedUp award scheme
was to develop more innovative and engaging materials which could be shared
openly as an example of good open educational practice.
During the development of the project material, the principle of openness was
applied by:
•

opening up the context of language learning into out-of classroom
activities;

•

sharing ideas with fellow colleagues and the project management team
on how best to meet the set outcomes. This aspect of the process was
pivotal to keep standards high and to minimise production of less relevant
resources;

•

opening the language learning experience to the use of different tools and
new media in order to make it more engaging for the learners.

Once tested, the resources produced were published under Crown copyright
licensing, which allows users to reproduce the material for internal circulation,
research and teaching or training purposes, provided that the material is
acknowledged as Crown copyright. The material can also be adapted, provided
that the original source is acknowledged.
The LinkedUp Scheme now contains a valuable repository of educational
resources with a wide range of teaching materials. The dissemination of this
1. Ibid.
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initiative has been very successful and it was unfortunate that the scheme was
closed in 2011 due to government funding cuts and that there are no plans to
curate and manage the resources beyond 2013.
Although it is conventional that government-funded projects of this kind have
a short shelf life, it is to be hoped that some means will be found to allow the
resources in the LinkedUp repository to find a new home, perhaps through some
form of cross institutional collaboration.
Acknowledgements. Kathy Wicksteed, Programme Lead, LinkedUp Award
Scheme; David Rogers, Marketing Director, Lavazza UK; Kingsford community
school, project school partner, South East London, UK.
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Repurposing Open Educational
Resources: Creating Resources
for Use and Re-use
Susanne Winchester1
Abstract

T

his case study draws on work carried out as part of an Open
University (OU) project on collaborative writing and peer review of

open educational resources (OER). The article focuses on one teacher’s
experience of repurposing (i.e. re-using and adapting existing resources
for different purposes) OER, examines how access to open repositories
for OER can enhance teachers’ own practice and reflection process and
illustrates the processes involved in repurposing. Selecting suitable
resources for repurposing can be based on image suitability, resource
format, content suitability or on information gained from teacher’s notes,
descriptions or tags. It will also be demonstrated how resources can be
designed for a particular teaching context and how resources can be made
fit for re-use. The case study gives practical advice on how open images
can be sourced and how using Creative Commons licences can assure that
resources are shared in the way the author had intended. A checklist offers
practitioners who are interested in using and designing OER guidance for
the repurposing process.

Keywords: repurposing, reversioning, creative commons, task design, re-using,
adapting, open educational resources, OER, teacher practice.
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1.

Context

The case study was carried out as part of the general scholarship activity at
the Open University (OU), UK, under the umbrella of ‘Scholarship of and for
Teaching’. It was one of 9 projects in 2011-12 and focused on the integration
of the OU language repository LORO into the professional development of
Associate Lecturers (here referred to as teachers) at the Department of Languages
in the Faculty of Education and Language Studies.
LORO, the online repository used by the Department of Languages at the OU
came into being through a JISC funded project in 2009/10 to develop a repository
for storing, sharing and accessing language teaching resources and was launched
in January 2010. LORO holds OER for language teaching provided by the
Department of Languages, teachers and external users. Languages taught at
the OU comprise Chinese, English for Academic Purposes, French, German,
Italian, Spanish and Welsh. All language courses range from beginners to
upper intermediate, apart from Chinese and Welsh which can only be studied at
beginners’ level, and Italian which can only be studied at beginners’ and lower
intermediate. The resources held are used by teachers in tutorials, which can
either take place face-to-face or via the Elluminate programme. Elluminate is a
web conferencing programme used for delivery of online, synchronous tutorials.
Many of the resources on LORO are specifically designed for this particular
environment.
The current initiative arose from the need for an opportunity for teachers to
engage in the design process of OER in collaboration with colleagues, while
experiencing the benefits of peer review within the LORO environment.
The aim of the project was two-fold: firstly, to improve the functionality of
LORO and secondly, to organise a series of staff development events with a
focus on collaborative design of open educational resources and peer reviews.
Twelve teachers (teaching English for Academic Purposes, French, German,
Italian and Spanish at various levels) participated in the project, led by a project
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team involving seven course developers/coordinators and regional language
coordinators.
Four groups were formed and over four meetings participants engaged in
collaborative writing, either producing materials from scratch or, where a crosscurricular approach was taken, repurposing existing resources. The examples
given in this article were created within the latter framework and aimed at
beginners’ level. Each group member produced resources, which were peer
reviewed throughout the design process.

2.

Intended outcomes:
Understanding effective repurposing

The author was particularly interested in understanding how resources in the
repository can be approached for repurposing. Her own particular aims for the
activity were:
•

exploring ways of searching for and selecting resources for repurposing;

•

repurposing resources designed for use with interactive resources for
online teaching;

•

exploring how resources can be made fit for re-use.

In the following sections each of these aims are addressed in detail and some
specific observations are outlined.

3.

Nuts and bolts: Exploring ways of searching
for and selecting resources for repurposing

Resources in LORO can be searched in a variety of ways: by course code,
language, language level, author or tags (browse view). While it makes sense to
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search for activities at the same level, it is also useful to consider other levels.
It is a great way to see colleagues’ approaches to materials design. It aids one’s
own professional development and can encourage reflection.
Once materials were selected for consideration for adaptation or repurposing, it
became obvious that a more systematic approach in selecting suitable resources
needed to be taken. The following approaches emerged:
•

selection based on image suitability;

•

selection based on resource format;

•

selection based on content suitablilty;

•

selection based on information gained from metadata and teacher’s
notes/lesson plans.

3.1.

Suitability of images

Images are an ideal way of getting language learners to speak without having
to resort to copious instructions and text. Therefore, the first search involved
searching for images within resources and tasks that could either be used in
the same way as in the original resource or could be reused in a different task
design.
The advantage of using images from OER language resources in LORO is that a)
they have already been selected on the grounds that they fit a language learning
context, and b) many of them are used because they are copyright-free images or
have sources acknowledged. However, this is not always the case and great care
must be taken when selecting images for use and reuse.
Wikimedia commons is a good source of images. Here, images can be searched
by categories and licensing information accompanies each image. Royaltyfree images can also be found on Flickr commons and Google images but it
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is important to check any licensing attached to them by running an advanced
search. In all cases, sources must be acknowledged. This applies also to any
use of clip art, e.g. Microsoft or clip art from sites such as Open Clip Art
Library.
3.2.

Resource format

A large part of the resources held on LORO are designed for use with a webconferencing programme. The system allows teaching resources to be uploaded
as PowerPoint presentations, image files (png) or whiteboard files (wbd)
amongst other formats. The advantage of using whiteboard files is that, unlike
PowerPoint or image files, whiteboard slides can be designed with moveable
objects, such as text boxes or images, which can be manipulated by teacher and
learners. The majority of resources officially designed by the Open University are
in whiteboard format, while resources from OU teachers or outside contributors
may come in a range of formats. Therefore, in order to increase interactivity
and to fully exploit the affordances of the tool, only resources that had been
originally created as a whiteboard file were considered.
3.3.

Content suitability

Browsing through a repository is more than just a search; it engages the
practioner with examples of resources created by peers and can thus develop
one’s own practice and open up new ways of approaching a topic. Therefore,
where a repository does not hold any resources whose constituent parts can be
re-used, searching through the resources can nevertheless inspire new creations
purely based on an idea. In a distance learning environment where meeting
fellow teachers face-to-face is a rare occasion, having the opportunity to see
colleagues’ work and teaching methods can be beneficial and inspiring but also
reassuring.
One of the huge benefits of LORO is the technical facility that allows posting
feedback and comments (Figure 1). Not only is this useful feedback for the creator
of the resource but it is also a useful indicator for those who are considering
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using the resource. In line with common practice elsewhere, resources can also
be ‘liked’.
Figure 1.

3.4.

Comments on a resource

Value of metadata
and teacher’s notes

Many resources (especially those produced by the OU) include teachers’
notes or lesson plans. These support documents are essential where materials
themselves are not self-explanatory or where a resource was selected on the
basis of its visual strength rather than language or level (e.g. by a teacher who
is not proficient in the language). In those cases, any guidance relating to the
teaching procedure is vital. In addition to teachers’ notes which, if present,
form part of the download package, metadata in the form of a description
of the resource, tags, creator, permissions and download rate are all helpful
criteria in the selection process (Figure 2). Tags are particularly important
as these are searchable and therefore the more accurately they describe the
resource, the more effective the search.
Having considered a variety of resources in LORO in this way, three resources
were selected for repurposing.
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Figure 2.

4.

Metadata attached to a resource

In practice: Repurposing resources

In the following section some specific examples are presented of how the
repurposing process was approached.
4.1.

Repurposing images

In the example below an Italian resource for practising directions was selected.
This resource had already been reversioned from a Spanish resource (all
resources mentioned here can be found in LORO).
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Figure 3.

Original Italian resource for practising directions

Figure 4.

German resource based on the Italian resource on directions

The selection decision was made on the basis of suitability of the visual content
of the activity. The resource contained very little taught language but was
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completely relevant to German, so therefore the images could be used while
the language could be adapted. The resource consisted of three different slides,
including a map with moveable image tiles for learners to use in an activity on
directions (Figure 3).
For the first stage of the activity only images representing places in town were
used. The activity was adapted to deal with a) gender (colour coded vocabulary)
and b) the case endings in the question ‘Wie komme ich zum/zur…?’ (How
do I get to the…?). The second original slide was used but here slightly more
language scaffolding was provided to compensate for the particular difficulty
of case endings and use of subject pronouns in German. The last stage of the
original activity was reused without much further adaptation (Figure 4).
4.2.

Repurposing content and ideas

In this example (Figure 5), the idea of using a weather map formed the basis
of a weather resource. Here, too, further language scaffolding was provided
for learners to make maximum use of the visual as a speaking stimulus. By
including the web address the source was acknowledged but it also enabled
future updating for anyone who wanted to repurpose this activity.
Figure 5.

Original and reversioned weather activity

The next section of the original resource inspired another similar activity but one
which incorporated a web search (Figure 6).
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Figure 6.

4.3.

Original and reversioned table for weather activity

Repurposing led by metadata and teachers’ notes

The third resource was selected on the basis of information gained from its
metadata. Although the tags, containing phrases in Welsh, did not help, it was
useful to have a description of the activity. As the images were clear and easy to
re-use for an activity in German, the activity was divided into two parts, both,
however, practising the past tense, just as in the original activity. In addition to
the images, vocabulary was included to help with the decision whether to use the
article or not when talking about what had been eaten and drunk the day before,
using the Perfect tense (Figure 7).
Figure 7.
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As the next original whiteboard slide contained practice for places in town
with a preposition, the same could be replicated for German. Considering the
stage of study and ability of learners, more language help was needed, so before
launching into the main activity, a matching activity was designed because
gender was important for knowing whether to use ‘zum’ (to the + masculine or
neuter noun) or ‘zur’ (to the + feminine noun) (Figure 8).
Figure 8.

4.4.

Original and reversioned activity

Exploring how resources can be made fit for reuse

The project and resource design raised the question of whether resources should
be created solely for one’s own use, or whether any consideration should be
given as to how the resource can be used beyond the creator’s own purpose. If
the resource is intended for maximum distribution, then it must be designed and
‘packaged’ appropriately so that it can be located, used and repurposed.
The following checklist aims to offer a practical approach to producing OER,
which can easily be repurposed by others.
Packaging for repurposing - Checklist
•

Are the images and other sources I use copyright free? Have I acknowledged
all sources?
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•

Have I credited the original resource author?

•

Is the resource format accessible by others? If not, how can I ensure that
access is possible? (For example, if the repository has a preview function,
ensure that files can be previewed) Can the resource be made available in
other formats?

•

Am I producing content that is sufficiently broad for it to be useful for
others?

•

Am I packaging my resource in such a way that I am providing sufficient
information and metadata about it so that it can be found easily?

•

With whom am I sharing my work? Sharing can either be purely on an
institutional level or can be global. This will depend on the openness of
the repository.

•

How do I intend the resource to be used? How widely do I share my work
and what do I allow users to do with my resource, i.e. how do I license
my resource?

Creative Commons offers a range of licences that combine different aspects such
as attribution, non-commercial use, no derivatives and share alike (derivative
resources must be shared under the same license as the original). The Creative
Commons Licenses page contains detailed information on all the available
licenses.

5.

Conclusion

Having access to a repository consisting of colleagues’ work offers an invaluable
insight into ways of approaching the same subject and thus provides an
opportunity for reflection, personal and professional development.
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At the same time, sharing our own resources means that we can extend their
life-cycle. By sharing resources we can also make a contribution to the wider
teaching community. If we share in a way that makes it possible for everyone to
access our resources, we can help support colleagues, while enhancing our own
practice through feedback and reflection.

Useful links
Creative Commons http://creativecommons.org
Creative Commons (licenses) http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
Elluminate http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elluminate_Live
Flickr commons http://www.flickr.com/commons
Google images https://www.google.co.uk/imghp?hl=en&tab=wi
Italian resource http://loro.open.ac.uk/110
LORO http://loro.open.ac.uk/
LORO (browse view) http://loro.open.ac.uk/view/
Open Clip Art Library http://openclipart.org/browse
Spanish resource http://loro.open.ac.uk/3201
Wikimedia commons (images) http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Images
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Designing OERs to Teach Italian Pronunciation
in an Open Educational Environment:
A Case Study
Anna Calvi1, Anna Motzo2 and Sandra Silipo3
Abstract

T

his case study reports on work that was carried out as part of a project
developed by the Open University’s Department of Languages

(Collaborative Writing and Peer Review) between November 2011 and May
2012. The project was led by the Open University’s LORO team and the
participants were teachers in the Department of Languages. The teachers
who took part in the project were interested in the collaborative production of
OERs and in benefiting from each other’s expertise and feedback in the field
of online and blended language teaching and learning. The authors worked
collaboratively in producing a set of online audio-visual materials aimed
at helping students of Italian to master the pronunciation of five specific
sounds. This process provided an example of how the production and
design stage of OERs (which involved goal-setting, planning, researching
and designing activities) benefited from openness and sharing. This case
study is addressed to members of the online teaching community who are
interested in the sharing of resources, practices and intellectual capital as a
means to enhance professional development and raise individual tutors’ and
institutional profiles.
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1.

The context

This section describes the institutional context and the specific project within
which the authors collaboratively worked to produce a set of Italian language
OERs.
1.1.

The OU

The OU is a UK-wide Higher Education institution that offers distance tuition
to adult (16+) learners. The Department of Languages currently offers language
courses in French, German and Spanish (up to degree level) as well as Italian,
Chinese, Welsh and English for Academic Purposes. All these modules offer
blended tuition, i.e. a mixture of face-to-face group tutorials and online group
tutorials (delivered through a synchronous video-conferencing tool). Learners
and teachers can also get in contact via online asynchronous tools such as forums,
wikis and blogs. Beginners’ modules run for 11 months, while modules at other
levels run for 8 months. During this time learners submit their assignments
electronically via the university’s own e-system, and receive electronic feedback
from their teachers. Tools used to provide feedback include Audacity and Jing.
1.2.

The teachers

Teachers are expected to take active part in the production of materials to be
used in the face-to-face and online tutorials. They typically adapt or create
online teaching resources (consistent with the programme followed by the
course book) to be used on the synchronous video-conferencing tool, and are
also encouraged to upload and share their resources on LORO (Languages
Open Resources Online), an online repository for storing, sharing and accessing
language-teaching resources.
1.3.

The collaborative writing and peer review project

The main purpose of the project was to give language teachers the opportunity
to work collaboratively to produce and share new language-specific OERs, or
71

Chapter 6

adapt the existing ones. They were encouraged to exploit a range of synchronous
and asynchronous tools (synchronous video-conferencing tool, forum, and
emails, Audacity, Jing and Power Point) both for communication purposes and
for the creation or re-adaptation of the educational resources. The objective was
to share and publish the resources produced by each group by uploading them
on an open repository.
Quite early on in the project emphasis was put on the crucial role that peer
review has in a collaborative work. Therefore, in the initial phase all project
team members worked together in establishing the main rules of working
collaboratively in an online environment and produced a ‘Netiquette’ for peer
review.
In a second phase, participants were invited to form different groups and agree
on a specific task depending on their common interests and areas of expertise,
and on the choice of tool. At this stage, the forum became a lively platform
in which useful information, ideas and comments were shared amongst all the
participants. Thanks to its openness, participants could interact with members of
other groups and ideas emerged easily.
During the production phase, different groups explored different working
tools. For effective communication, members preferred emails and regular
online conference meetings via synchronous video-conferencing tools (either
Elluminate or Skype). The choice of tools used to create or adapt resources
depended mainly on the type of resources the group meant to produce.
1.4.

The Italian project

The group consisted of three teachers who had been involved in the delivery of
the blended OU Italian Beginners’ module L195 ‘Andante’ for five years and
Italian Intermediate module L150 ‘Vivace’ for two years.
Each member was able to contribute a variety of relevant skills which she aspired
to develop further. Anna Calvi had gathered experience as online language
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teacher and writer of Italian and EAP materials for online, distance and faceto-face environments. Anna Motzo was an experienced face-to-face and online
teacher of Italian who had coached opera singers, and whose areas of interest
were pronunciation, production of learning material and e-learning. Sandra
Silipo had worked for many years as a teacher of Italian (both face-to-face and
online) as well as an author of Italian books, and was particularly interested in
improving her online teaching skills and developing resources for the teaching
of pronunciation.

2.

Intended outcomes

This section describes the needs of online and distance language learners, the
needs of learners of Italian regarding phonology and the specific intended
outcomes of the Italian project.
2.1.

The learners’ needs

The materials produced by participants to the project were intended to address
the specific needs of online and distance learners. Studying a language through
a distance course offers learners the advantage of working at their own pace,
but challenges are also present. The main challenge that learners face is limited
access to face-to-face contact with their teacher and with proficient speakers
of the language. This can negatively affect the development of speaking skills
and, in particular, pronunciation. There is little time to work on learners’
pronunciation during the tutorials, and once the tutorial is over, learners can no
longer access a live model. In addition to this, not all learners attend tutorials,
which are not compulsory. Particularly affected are learners who have a learning
disability and need explicit explanations, a multi-sensory approach and more
opportunities for practice.
2.2.

Five challenging Italian sounds

An area which learners of Italian find particularly challenging is the
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pronunciation of the phonemes [ʎ], [z], [s], [ʃ], and the double consonant /ll/.
As can be seen in Table 1, these sounds are difficult to learn either because
the sounds do not exist in the English language, or because they exist but are
spelt in a different way.
Table 1.

Difficulties faced by English speakers learning to pronounce
[ʎ], [z], [s], [ʃ], and the double consonant /ll/

Phonemes
[ʎ] (spelt /gl/)
[z]
[s]

[ʃ]
The double consonant
sound /ll/

2.3.

Difficulties
It does not exist in English (an approximation of it is
the phoneme [lj] as in the English word ‘million’).
It exists both in Italian and in English, but in
English is spelt /z/, while in Italian is spelt /s/.
It exists in English and is spelt /s/. In Italian spelling
/s/ corresponds either to phoneme [z] or phoneme [s]
(depending on the position in the word, on the phonemes
that precede or follow it and also on regional variations).
It exists in English but has a different spelling from
the Italian (English /sh/, Italian /sci/, /sce/).
It does not exist in English

Intended outcomes of the Italian project

The goal was to produce resources which would help learners of Italian to
improve their pronunciation of individual phonemes. The aim was therefore to
design materials that would:
•

help learners to recognize and pronounce the phonemes [ʎ], [z], [s], [ʃ],
and the double consonant /ll/;

•

provide them with easily accessible explanations and opportunities for
practice.

Another goal was to develop professionally and improve support techniques.
It was therefore hoped that as a result of the project the authors would be
better able to:
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•

prepare learners for oral assignments;

•

provide effective feedback on assignments;

•

produce multimodal materials involving the use of sound and visuals
(images and text);

•

use Jing in combination with PowerPoint;

•

work collaboratively with colleagues.

Overall, the authors felt that the project would help them become more
autonomous not only in their effort to develop professionally but also in
their ability to produce materials that suit their teaching styles and learners’
needs.
Finally, the authors also wanted their project to have a wider impact, so they
planned to produce resources that could:

3.

•

contribute to the delivery of the Italian beginners and intermediate
modules;

•

constitute an example of good practice and attract useful feedback;

•

be made available to our OU colleagues and the wider teaching
community.

Nuts and bolts

The authors started by discussing which tools would best help them to meet
their goals. They agreed that the best way to produce multimodal materials
incorporating sound and visuals would be to create a PowerPoint presentation
and incorporate it in Jing before uploading it on LORO.
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PowerPoint is a versatile tool normally used in both face-to-face and online
tutorials. PP presentations can be easily uploaded on Elluminate and can also
be easily shared with learners if they want to go over the language they have
practised during a tutorial.
Jing is a screencasting computer program launched in 2007 by the TechSmith
Corporation. The software takes a picture or video (image and sound) of the
user’s computer screen and uploads it to the Web. When the pictures or videos
are uploaded to the web, Jing automatically creates a URL that can be shared
with others. There are several reasons why Jing fitted in with the authors’
objectives: it has a simple format, is user-friendly and is compatible with both
Macintosh and Microsoft Windows. Users must sign up for an account before
using the software, but registration is free, and there is no need to register and/or
download the software in order to access the URL. All that learners need to do in
order to access a recording is click on a link to open a web page. Jing recordings
can be uploaded and shared on LORO, can be shared via their web link, and can
be opened on Elluminate.

4.

In practice:
Three Italian tongue twisters

After agreeing which tools would be used, the project group members had to
choose the content of the recordings: a short text (Jing recordings cannot be
more than 5 minutes long) which could be used as a basis for pronunciation
practice.
Tongue twisters were used for three reasons. First of all, in Italy tongue twisters
are commonly used in primary schools to teach children specific spellings and
the related sounds, and to help them to develop fluency. Tongue twisters also
stimulate repetition which in turn helps learners to acquire confidence and
develop fluency. Finally, tongue twisters are motivating as they bring an element
of fun to the learning process, as well as an insight into Italian culture.
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Three relevant tongue twisters were selected and each author created a PowerPoint
presentation focussing on one of them. The presentation was then recorded on
Jing, and the URLs of the material produced were posted on the project forum.
This allowed the authors to edit their work thanks to valuable feedback and
comments from their colleagues. Finally, the resources were uploaded on LORO
so that they could be accessed by colleagues.
The three presentations (La pronuncia della lettera ‘s’; Double consonants
in Italian: a tongue-twister; Pronouncing the Italian sound ‘gl’) are similarly
structured, in order to provide consistency, but not identical, because they allow
for variation depending on the sounds presented.
The first slide (or set of slides) provides a visual representation of how to move
the mouth in order to produce the selected sound. A voice-over explains how
to produce the selected sounds (see Figure 1).
Figure 1.

How to articulate the sound

The second slide (or set of slides) provides words from the tongue twisters
which contain the different selected sounds. A voice-over reads the words
(see Figure 2).
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Figure 2.

Examples from the tongue twister

If necessary, the different sounds presented are compared in a new slide with
both a visual and an auditory stimulus (see Figure 3).
Figure 3.

Comparison of sounds

The whole tongue twister is introduced line by line, together with a visual aid
(either drawing or picture) which illustrates and encapsulates the tongue twister
through an image (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4.

The tongue twister

The final slide provides the translation in English (see Figure 5).
Figure 5.

Translation of the tongue twister

Two members of the group used the resources in their tutorials. In one case
the teacher presented them in a face-to-face tutorial (using PowerPoint) and
then sent the URL of the Jing videos to the learners so that they could practise
again on their own. In the other case, the activity was carried out online by
uploading the Jing video on Elluminate. The learners were then encouraged to
save it for practice and to record their voice using Audacity or another audio
recording facility.
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5.

Conclusion

This collaborative experience can be evaluated in terms of the resources created,
the process adopted and the professional skills and understandings gained by its
participants.
5.1.

The resources

The resources produced constitute a good example of OERs. From a pedagogical
point of view, they have a clear objective and this is relevant to teachers teaching
an Italian course to English speakers as they focus on difficulties that English
speakers generally face.
They are free and easily accessible through the LORO repository and reusable by other teachers within and outside the university. Teachers can also
choose to use them as templates when they design their own presentations
and draw inspiration from them to develop similar resources to support
learners of other languages. Although resources uploaded on LORO are
not formally evaluated by module teams, users are encouraged to post their
comments on them.
The resources were created under the Creative Commons Attribution Only
Licence principle which means users are free to modify the original material,
provided that the creator is acknowledged, and they can be modified because
other users can access the PowerPoint presentation and use it as a template to
create their own resource. In addition, other users can vary the way in which the
resources are exploited to promote learning. For instance, both the PowerPoint
slides and Jing videos can be made available to learners through a range of
online environments and applications such as websites, online classrooms, tutor
group forums, e-mails and e-feedback as well as face-to-face lessons.
Finally, the materials are also interactive in that the learner is encouraged to
repeat after the teacher and, as they follow a multi-modal approach, they are
likely to appeal to many learners and more effectively support language learning.
80

Anna Calvi, Anna Motzo and Sandra Silipo

5.2.

The collaborative process

In terms of the collaborative process, the experience has been successful. The
authors have relied on peer review as a quality assurance tool and have been able
to fully exploit their different competences and therefore have complemented
each other in every stage of the process. Competences included the ability to
teach pronunciation and use Jing as well as the ability to create resources, or to
find and adapt openly licensed resources such as resource books, drawings and
pictures.
The process was successful as participants were willing to join and to participate
in an open and fruitful dialogue: each member contributed by providing ideas,
support and mutual encouragement. The participants soon understood that, as
individuals, they did not need a comprehensive ability to carry out all tasks
since, as members of the group, they were able to motivate and complement
each other and also give each other feedback. While this meant being open to
criticism and willingness to negotiate, the final product was definitely superior
to what they could have done on their own.
Working together has also highlighted how a single template can be successfully
customised by the different teachers depending on their teaching styles,
considerations of the learners’ needs and the choice of pedagogical content. For
example, teachers can use the template to focus mainly on the way in which a
sound is made or spend more time helping learners to practise its use. Others
may prefer a more balanced approach, involving explanations and practice.
5.3.

Professional development

The project has allowed the authors to develop their ability to use technology
for educational purposes. Adapting, designing and creating OERs requires a
certain degree of familiarity with IT tools and a willingness to experiment with
them. Although PowerPoint is a well-known piece of software, and Jing is userfriendly and mostly self-explanatory, it has taken some time, careful planning
and several attempts to combine the two successfully.
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The authors identified differences between methodologies used in different
environments. When teaching pronunciation in a face-to-face situation, teachers
rely heavily on visual clues (learners imitate the way teachers move their lips
and mouth), and explanations can be tailored to learners’ needs. When teaching
pronunciation to distance learners through the means of online tools, explanations
have to be concise and precise, in order to compensate the lack of visual clues.
Finally the project helped the authors to further extend their roles. Producing
OERs with a peer group meant changing the way the authors saw themselves as
teachers and gave them the opportunity to develop skills that are not traditionally
associated with their role.

Useful links
Audacity software for recording and editing sounds: http://audacity.sourceforge.net/
LORO repository: http://loro.open.ac.uk
JING screen capture tool: http://www.techsmith.com/jing.html
La pronuncia della lettera ‘s’: http://loro.open.ac.uk/2934/
Double consonants in Italian: a tongue-twister: http://loro.open.ac.uk/2859/
Pronouncing the Italian sound ‘gl’: http://loro.open.ac.uk/3502/
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FAVORing the Part-time Language Teacher:
The Experience and Impact of Sharing
Open Educational Resources through
a Community-based Repository
Julie Watson1
Abstract

T

he resourcefulness of part-time language teachers is often overlooked,
despite the large numbers of such staff teaching in language

departments across higher education. Part-time teachers typically juggle life
work commitments and experience far fewer opportunities for professional
development than their full-time colleagues. They frequently work in
relative isolation, yet carry out their teaching duties enthusiastically and
conscientiously, striving to provide as rich a learning experience as possible
for their students, often spending a considerable amount of time in lesson
and resource preparation. The aim of the JISC-funded FAVOR (Find a Voice
through Open Resources) Project was to bring more part-time teachers into
the open content movement, drawing on their wealth of resourcefulness and
offering them something back for all their, often unrecognised, hard work.
This case study will describe one participating institution’s experience on the
FAVOR Project, including an initial investigation into its impact on the postproject practices of part-time teachers. It will draw on a range of qualitative
data gathered from individual and group meetings, teacher interviews, and
reflective notes made by the institutional coordinator to present a picture of
the experience from the part-time teachers’ perspective.

Keywords: part-time teachers, OER learning design, adapting for sharing, LOC
authoring tool, continuing teacher practice.
1. Principal Teaching Fellow in eLearning, Modern Languages, University of Southampton, UK; J.Watson@soton.ac.uk
How to cite this chapter: Watson, J. (2013). FAVORing the Part-time Language Teacher: The Experience and Impact of Sharing
Open Educational Resources through a Community-based Repository. In A. Beaven, A. Comas-Quinn, & B. Sawhill (Eds), Case
Studies of Openness in the Language Classroom (pp. 85-95). © Research-publishing.net.
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1.

Context: Background to the FAVOR project

The FAVOR Project (Find a Voice through Open Resources) was an OER
(Open Educational Resource) initiative led by the Languages, Linguistics and
Area Studies (LLAS) Centre at the University of Southampton and funded
through JISC (Joint Information Systems Committee). Its primary aim was to
engage part-time teachers of mainstream and lesser-taught languages in higher
education and draw on their resourcefulness and experience to both generate
and exploit Open Content (OC) for teaching and learning. Additionally, the
project aimed to highlight the often unrecognised and undervalued resource
that part-time teachers represent within our institutions. Nearly 30 parttime language teachers were coordinated from five UK Higher Education
Institutions (Aston University; Newcastle University; School of Oriental and
African Studies; University College London – School of Slavonic and East
European studies; and the University of Southampton – Modern Languages)
and by the end of the project, over 300 existing and created language teaching
resources in 17 languages, produced in a range of digital media, had been
shared through LanguageBox, an open content repository for language
teachers and learners.
At the University of Southampton, five part-time teachers of four mainstream
languages (French, German, Italian and ESL/EAP) were recruited and
coordinated by the author. The teachers were involved in teaching language
levels from beginner through to advanced, which included students on full-time
accredited language modules run during the daytime and part-time evening
language classes offered through the university’s Lifelong Learning programme.
The nature of their teaching ranged widely from language conversation classes
to intensive EAP summer courses in all language skill areas (reading, writing,
listening and speaking).
In the first phase of the project the part-time teachers drew on their existing
banks of self-created language learning content for sharing as OER. In the
second phase, the teachers designed and created new resources for use with their
own classes, learning to use the LOC (Learning Object Creator) authoring tool.
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This case study focuses on the particular experiences of the Southampton group
of part-time teachers in the project, and their perceptions three months after the
project end. It offers a view, mediated by the coordinator (the author), which
draws on her reflective notes and qualitative data gathered from individual
and group meetings with the teachers. It also summarises some of the findings
from data gathered during semi-structured interviews with the teachers after the
conclusion of the project. These interviews particularly sought to determine how
teachers’ participation in the project might have impacted on their practice in the
longer term.

2.

Intended outcomes: Drawing in
and drawing out the part-time teacher

There were several intended outcomes of the FAVOR Project.
By specifically engaging with part-time teachers, the project sought to draw in
and recognise the value of these teachers in the context of the OC movement
as well as realise some of the advantages of open practice among the group
members. Such teachers often find themselves on the periphery of academic
departments and separated both from each other as well as from colleagues in
the mainstream teaching community. This situation arises for a variety of reasons,
but, as one participant noted:
“Part-time language tutors do not spend lots of time in the university; for
some, the only time (they spend) there is for teaching – some tutors do not
even have a desk and a computer.”
Working in relative isolation, these teachers have little opportunity for
professional development even informally through exchange of ideas, mutual
support and colleague interaction. Any innovative ideas or lessons that they
may produce are noticed only by their students and their reward for these lies
simply in the satisfaction of a lesson that was well received and achieved its
teaching objectives.
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Teachers volunteered to participate and so were self-selected for the project.
However, despite the intended outcome, several admitted to some initial
scepticism about what they would be able to gain from involvement in the
project or, at least, put into practice in the longer term:
“Before the project, I had nothing to do with e-learning and I had quite
a few prejudices concerning e-learning. I always thought of it as red eyes
and repetitive exercises… the system crashing down on me while I was
trying to do it in class. That (apprehension) has all gone completely!”
In other circumstances, with their often busy agendas, juggling other commitments
(e.g. young children; doctoral studies) and general lack of visibility even when
on campus, this group of teachers are normally among the last to be reached in
terms of new ideas or practices, especially if these might add to their workloads.
Through involvement with FAVOR, these part-time teachers might become
relatively ‘early adopters’ in the OC movement whereas without the project they
might be difficult to reach.
The creation of a self-supporting community was also a hoped for outcome of
the project, enabling teachers such as these to make and maintain contact with
each other and develop a portfolio of OER together – learning from each other at
the same time as developing confidence and awareness of what they could offer
(and receive) through engagement in open practice.

3.

Nuts and bolts: Tools, training and support

At the outset, the teachers created accounts in LanguageBox, the public
repository used for storing and sharing the OER, and a personal profile page,
which enabled them to establish their professional credentials and interests
within the LanguageBox user community. They were supported through this
process by the coordinator, an experienced LanguageBox user. For most, this
action represented their first step in developing a professional presence online.
By publishing some of their teaching and learning material as open content,
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these teachers could also ‘find a voice’ (“It’s going out into the public with my
name on it”) and begin to build their own professional profiles, both through
the online presence they created in LanguageBox (and in some cases through
subsequent conference and workshop participation).
The teachers were then guided through identifying existing self-created language
learning content to share as OER. They received technical training in adapting,
if required, and uploading these resources to LanguageBox and adding the
necessary metadata, including the use of a ‘FAVOR’ and ‘UKOER’ tag for all
project outputs, to enhance the ‘discoverability’ of their resources by others.
Interestingly, some of the teachers even began to experiment with new tools to
extend the range of media for these OER:
“For example, the PowerPoint – I never used them before. I now have an
idea how to do it. I’m using some more now for grammar – new ones that
I made. It’s opened a new path for me.”
In the second phase, the teachers received training as a group in the use of the
online LOC authoring tool to enable them to create OER from scratch. The LOC
tool, designed and built through a collaborative endeavour at the University of
Southampton, is being successfully used, particularly by language teachers, all
over the UK and is a teacher-friendly authoring tool, with an explicit learning
design for creating online resources in the form of interactive learning objects.
It also comprises a pedagogic planning template, which supports teachers
through the transition from designing learning activities for the face-to-face
class to designing them for online use. This feature proved to be a particular
attraction for the teachers (see Section 3). The coordinator provided regular
feedback on teachers’ draft plans for their ‘Learning Objects’, which enabled
them to consolidate their LOC training and make progress with planning and
creating new resources. She also trained teachers in uploading LOC tool outputs
to LanguageBox.
Besides the sharing and creation of language-focused OER in a range of digital
media, the project fostered a language teacher community of practice through
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the process of sharing and creating teaching resources, with LanguageBox
acting as the focal share-point. This was evidenced when online groups began to
spring up, creating networks of part-time teachers of the same language, at the
same institution, or with a shared thematic or cultural interest (see Section 4).

4.

In practice: Learning with each other
and from each other

During the first phase of the project, in the course of initial group discussions
about how and what to select to share from their existing banks of resources,
teachers had decided that they wanted to adapt their OER in ways to make
them more flexible for new users (e.g. by adding transcripts; tasks; suggestions
for users). This was not a requirement; however, teachers modified many of
their resources as they saw necessary, feeling the need to “…think carefully
whether it needs to be improved” or made more suitable for reuse as OC. Only
once these modifications had been made, were the resources felt to be ready
for uploading to LanguageBox.
A University of Southampton FAVOR group was established within
LanguageBox, allowing all of the teachers’ uploads to be showcased in one
place. Groups of teachers representing other universities in the project created
similar groups. In addition to this, language- and topic-specific sub-groups also
began to spring up (e.g. the Condividiamo (Italian) group; the Horn of Africa
Project group; the Swahili Interest group) (see Figure 1). These ‘resource
aggregating’ actions helped all teacher participants in the project, locally or
nationally dispersed, to track and view recent project uploads and colleague
activity through the shared focal point of LanguageBox, thus fostering the
development of the wider FAVOR community.
For many participants, this phase had also represented an opportunity to develop
greater technological awareness and enhance their technical skill base, through
introduction to the concept of OER and shared repositories, and also by learning to
repurpose their existing teaching content in a wider range of formats (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1.

Three of the topic-specific groups in LanguageBox
that grew out of the FAVOR project

Figure 2.

A participant’s repurposed resource as a PowerPoint presentation
for teaching basic description in French

In the next phase, the teachers had received training in the use of the LOC
authoring tool for creating new online teaching and learning resources. Postproject interviews with the part-time teachers highlighted exactly how useful
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the tool’s embedded pedagogic support, especially the planning sheet, had
been at this stage:
“What really helped is the [LOC planning] template…, [which] really
impacted on the way I approach lessons. I’m not a language teacher by
training; my degree is in translation, then Applied Linguistics. I had a lot
of teaching experience but zero pedagogical training.”
Learning to design and build online language learning resources with an
authoring tool represented a step change for the teachers, as well as a challenge
in terms of finding the time needed to commit to this phase. Nevertheless, all
persevered and succeeded in producing thoughtfully-designed and activity-rich
learning objects in their respective language teaching fields. The extent to which
they had learned from each other as a community was also particularly noted by
participants in the post-project interviews:
“I’ve looked at someone else’s approach to teaching and then created my
own resource from it.”
“X had this idea how to deal with a text. It struck me as a really good idea.
I’m thinking about it – is there a way to adapt it?”
“It’s helped improve the quality of the resources I use… given me an opportunity to think about how I use resources and how others use resources.”
In practice, the use of LanguageBox as a focal point for the project allowed parttime teachers to share not only their OER but also their ideas.

5.

Conclusion

5.1.

Preliminary evaluation

Besides the community-derived benefits, two major gains from the project were
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felt to be the teachers’ engagement with new technological tools for delivering
online language learning content (from simple PowerPoint to more complex
Learning Object outputs), and the pedagogical gain from revisiting learning
design through the LOC planning template and reflection about the reuse of the
pedagogic approaches underpinning others’ resources.
On one level, sharing teaching resources as OC only has meaning if others choose
to reuse or repurpose them. This ultimate goal may not occur within the time
confines of a project. However, as found in other OER initiatives, the benefits,
and specifically, our understanding of the concepts of reuse and repurposing,
do not have to be understood solely in terms of the actual online resources (e.g.
Beaven, 2013).
The three-month post-project interviews shed some important insights into
the question of resource reuse and repurposing. Three of the five teachers
acknowledged having reused their own resources, while the other two reused
those of others. Unsuitability of some of their created OER for the levels of
the classes currently being taught was noted, and no repurposing had occurred
due to lack of time at the start of the academic year. However, all participants
mentioned the fact that they had ‘reused’ or adapted ideas or approaches that they
had found underpinning the resources of others. Some also mentioned abstracting
pedagogic principles and practices embedded in the LOC planning template:
“I have recycled ideas and targeted them towards my own students – no
group is alike; I always find I need to retarget… I look for ideas more than
for the actual resources.”
“What I reused is this format because I really like that very much…I started
being very aware of structure – at the beginning I had material sitting
at home so I would just restructure it using the template, but then later
I would go online looking for ideas… I take ideas from bits and pieces that
are relevant to mine but change them.”
This teacher went on to explain how she repurposed the teaching approach
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used in another teacher’s German language picture story about the process of
producing Christmas baubles, which required students to interpret and retell to
each other in stages. She repurposed and extended the idea in the form of a
German advent calendar requiring students to create a story around the pictures
revealed each day. As she said, “the original gave me the idea”.
The participants all cited their exposure to the design patterns implicit in the
ideas of others as a particularly useful way in which the project had supported
their teacher development. Pedagogic benefit was also noted to have impacted
on classroom practice (i.e. reapplying LOC learning design principles when
lesson planning).
5.2.

Concluding remarks

Time will tell how far the teaching resources shared and created during
FAVOR will be reused and repurposed by others; nevertheless, it was clearly
stated to be the intention of the teachers themselves to do this when the right
class arose and time permitted. The teachers’ increased confidence in their own
professionalism and development of a positive attitude towards sharing and
benefiting from OC were highlighted.
Teacher gain in terms of increased sensitisation to the ‘idea template’ or
‘learning design’ inherent in their own OER and those of other people may
ultimately be the most important outcome of this project. In this regard, FAVOR
outcomes are in line with those of other OER initiatives (e.g. Borthwick, 2013;
McGill, Beetham, Falconer, & Littlejohn, 2010), proving that what we are
discovering, as we move into the world of OC and practice, turns out to be a
much richer experience than what we originally expected.
Acknowledgement. I would like to thank Bianca, Denise, Katy, Livia and
Lucie, the part-time tutors at University of Southampton, for all their work in
the FAVOR Project and for giving me permission to quote them.
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Useful links
FAVOR Project: https://www.llas.ac.uk//sites/default/files/nodes/6505/FAVOR-Final-report.pdf
LLAS: https://www.llas.ac.uk
JISC: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/
LanguageBox: http://languagebox.ac.uk/
LOC: http://loc.llas.ac.uk/
Condividiamo group: http://languagebox.ac.uk/group/26
Horn of Africa Project group: http://languagebox.ac.uk/group/17
Swahili Interest group: http://languagebox.ac.uk/group/20
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The Community Café: Open Practice
with Community-based Language Teachers
Kate Borthwick1 and Alison Dickens2
Abstract

T

his case study describes the work of the Community Café project, which
ran from 2010-2011. The project’s aim was to foster a community of

open practice amongst community-based language teachers by encouraging
them to create and publish open educational resources related to their
teaching, on an open community repository. The project aimed to address the
scarcity of up-to-date, online resources for community languages; the lack
of training for Community-based teachers in ICT or innovative pedagogy,
and the isolated nature of working in informal, community-based settings.
This study considers and outlines the practical steps which were taken to
set up the project and engage the community group, who were new to open
educational resources and open practice. It describes the mix of informal
meetings and formal teacher training employed by the project, and also the
issues that need to be considered when reaching out to an ethnically diverse
community group. It also gives practical examples of how teachers engaged
with project tasks and open educational practice. It concludes that open
working has the potential to have a significant impact on the professional
lives of community-based language teachers, but that such teachers need
time to absorb and embed new knowledge effectively.

Keywords: open educational resources, community languages, professional
development, open educational practice, repositories, teaching.
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1.

Context

This case study describes the work of the UK JISC-funded Community Café
project, which ran from 2010-2011 (JISC is the Joint Information Systems
Committee, a charity which supports technology in education). This project
was a collaboration between the University of Southampton, Southampton City
Council, and Manchester Metropolitan University, and its aim was to foster a
community of open practice amongst community-based language teachers by
encouraging them to create and publish open educational resources related to
their teaching, on an open community repository.
Community languages are “…languages spoken by members of minority
groups or communities within a majority language context” (CILT, The
National Centre for Languages). Such languages are often taught ‘out-ofhours’: in evenings and at weekends in supplementary schools. The teachers of
these languages are frequently volunteers and either receive no remuneration
or are paid a low hourly rate by local government authorities. They often have
no formal teacher training but are native speakers of the languages they teach,
and are motivated by enthusiasm, a love of their language and culture, and a
desire for the young people in their community to maintain language skills.
Most teach in addition to maintaining full-time jobs or family commitments,
and have limited access to on-going training or resources, and limited time for
preparation. Yet they face challenging teaching environments, typically having
to deal with diverse class sizes, as well as diverse age ranges and abilities
frequently within a single class. There is often a lack of appropriate resources
for the language that they teach and so most teachers are reliant on creating
their own materials.
In the Southampton area, a wide range of community languages are spoken,
including Polish, Bengali, Afghan Farsi, Italian and Chinese. Many of these
languages are taught to GCSE and A level (UK public examinations taken
at the age of 16 and 18 respectively) and pupils range from small children to
adult learners. Community-based language teaching within Southampton is
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coordinated by the City Council, who apportions a small amount of funding
towards maintaining a network of community-based language teachers. This
funding does not include training or resource development.
The Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies (LLAS), based at
the University of Southampton, have been working with language teachers
in higher education to explore the benefits and challenges of OEP for
several years, and LLAS maintains an open community repository called
LanguageBox. The authors identified OEP and publication of OERs as
having potential as low-cost, self-sustaining initiatives which could improve
the professional lives of community-based language teachers and address
many of the challenging issues which they face. Community-based language
teachers often do not have access to the tools, knowledge and experience
available in mainstream sectors of education. The Community Café project
would seek to bridge this gap.

2.

Intended outcomes

The project initially set out to collect and co-create a suite of digital resources for
community language teaching and learning and to publish them as open content
on a community website. This would increase the pool of suitable, up-to-date,
digital content available to teachers and learners. However, we had other key
aims:
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•

to build a self-managed community-based group (online and offline) to
support people engaged in teaching and learning the range of community
languages available locally in Southampton;

•

to improve the pedagogy of existing materials and methods through peer
review and discussion, and encourage general reflective practice;

•

to provide bespoke training in using, creating, publishing and sharing
digital content;
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•

to contribute to the enhancement of the profile and provision of community
language learning through adding resources to an online repository hosting
a wide range of language resources used in all UK education sectors;

•

to open up connections and strengthen existing relationships between
academic departments and the local community (both in Southampton and
in other geographical locations taking part in the project).

Our intention was to use the publication of open educational resources to offer
professional development opportunities to community-based teachers and to
encourage enhanced practice through sharing work within a community of peers.
The ethos of open working and the ‘OER movement’ is one of collegiality and
sharing across traditional boundaries and we felt that this was highly relevant to
teachers working in isolation, outside of mainstream educational settings. It is
satisfying and rewarding to share ideas with and learn from colleagues; however,
community languages teachers rarely have the opportunity to meet each other.
An online community enables networking and sharing to happen within a
professional space that is flexible and accommodating and can be accessed at
any time and from any location.
The authors used the LLAS community repository, the LanguageBox, as the
online space for sharing resources. This site has a social networking aspect
and allows for the creation of personal profiles, the addition of comments to
resources, emails to resource-creators via the system, and is appealing and
easy to use. It already hosts a wide range of resources contributed by teachers
from all sectors of education in a range of languages, and could therefore offer
our community language teacher group a voice within a wider community of
practice, and exposure to different types of resources and ideas.
In this way, the project intended to bring the knowledge, experience, tools and
equipment available in the HE sector to assist community-based teachers in
improving their practice. Offline (face-to-face) training in the use of technology
for teaching and in creating OERs would be essential in order for our teachers
to access this knowledge and experience, and the contacts and organisational
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networks of Southampton City Council would also be essential in attracting
teachers to the project and maintaining communications with them.

3.

Nuts and bolts

3.1.

Communications

The project team was fortunate in being able to use the existing Community
Languages support network, coordinated by Southampton City Council, to
introduce and recruit teachers to the project. The council officer who ran the
network was personally acquainted with all of the teachers, and used every
means available to make contact with them (e.g. email, fax, telephone, letter).
This range of communication methods was essential as it could accommodate
different levels of English language knowledge, and different preferences for
communication with the outside world. The use of an existing contact and
network was crucial in recruiting and then supporting teachers throughout the
project.
3.2.

Informal, ‘café’ meetings

The project proceeded with a mixture of informal, café-style meetings and more
formal training sessions. The idea behind the Café meetings was that they would
provide a forum for ‘offline’ discussion and would complement the workshops
offering training in the use of technology for teaching and sharing. The Café
sessions were intentionally informal and user-centred in nature, to enable
participants to feel comfortable, to encourage conversations across language
groupings, to build confidence in creating digital resources and in using English
to describe teaching methods and resources, and to overcome any reticence in
sharing ideas/practices. Meetings always featured lots of tea/coffee drinking and
cake consumption (carrot cake being a particular favourite).
Café sessions were held at a local school in Southampton, which is the usual
venue for meetings of the Community Languages Network. Meetings were
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necessarily held ‘out-of-hours’ because this is the only time that the teachers
were available. Our initial intention was to use a more laid-back local, a public
venue such as a café or a library, but participants were clear in their preference
for a familiar location.
The first session was designed with the idea of getting teachers to join the project,
but also to encourage them to have input into the shape of future meetings. The
project team were keen that participants should feel a sense of ownership in the
project, and that activities should be directly relevant and responsive to their
needs as teachers. We felt that this would increase the likelihood for success, as
well as increasing the chances of future sustainability for teacher engagement
with open practice and OERs. Subsequent meetings were held every month, on
a Tuesday evening.
The structure of each café session was flexible but usually revolved around
discussion and practice sharing. Meetings were led by members of the project
team, who would typically introduce a theme (e.g. ‘using interactive materials
in teaching’) and encourage participants to mix with new acquaintances crosslanguage groupings. The themes covered in cafe meetings were chosen to
complement the training workshops and to prepare participants for the practical
sessions. This ensured that pedagogical ideas, language issues, and concepts
around open working could be worked through in advance, enabling trainers to
focus on practical issues during workshops.
3.3.

Training sessions

Six evening workshops in the use of technology in language teaching ran during
the course of the project. They were held at the University of Southampton
and were facilitated either by members of LLAS or by commissioned trainers.
Topics were negotiated with tutors at the outset of the project and were on
these areas: using and sharing material on the LanguageBox, creating podcasts,
using Powerpoint for language teaching, creating online activities using Hot
Potatoes – part 1, creating online activities using Hot Potatoes – part 2, and
tips for teaching diverse groups. There were also several unstructured sessions
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during which participants worked on material of their choice. The workshops
were practical and offered participants hands-on experience with tools and
software.

4.

In practice

Workshop sessions were structured around an achievable task so that each
participant was able to complete a digital item by the end of the workshop.
The reasoning behind this design was that it was intended to encourage a sense
of achievement and empowerment in the group. Workshop tasks were kept
consciously simple in order to accommodate all levels of IT-literacy or English
language issues. However, tasks were flexible enough to allow for adaptation
and extension by those who felt more confident in their resource-creation.
The following examples illustrate how two Community Café themes worked in
practice.
4.1.

Podcasting/creating audio recordings for teaching

The café session preceding the practical workshop prepared the participants to
create their own online audio recordings to use in class. The session encouraged
discussion around why creating audio recordings could be useful; how audio
material can be presented, and some basic principles related to creating audio
recordings. It concluded with participants creating a plan and script for a short
audio recording. Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3 below show an extract from
the facilitator’s notes and the plans made by a teacher of Punjabi for an audio
recording on the topic of ‘summer’.
During the practical workshop which followed this café session, participants
learned how to use the free audio recording software, Audacity, and then went
on to create their own recordings. Figure 4 shows the final online open recording
on the topic of ‘summer’, in Punjabi. This file on the LanguageBox includes the
plans illustrated above.
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Figure 1.

An extract from the Facilitator’s notes for the café session
on podcasting http://languagebox.ac.uk/1854/

Figure 2.

The script for the audio recording in Punjabi, on the topic
of ‘summer’ http://languagebox.ac.uk/1779/
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Figure 3.

A plan for a recording on the topic of ‘summer’,
in Punjabi http://languagebox.ac.uk/1779/

The final recording has been used in class by the teacher concerned, and
LanguageBox statistics show that it has been viewed more than 350 times and
downloaded 178 times. The teacher who produced it has learnt new skills and
makes use of them in her current teaching.
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Figure 4.

An audio recording on the topic of ‘summer’,
in Punjabi, with accompanying files
http://languagebox.ac.uk/1779/

4.2.

Creating an online quiz/game

The café session related to the creation of quizzes and games for language
teaching involved discussion and consideration of how teachers use games
and why they can be useful. The session concluded with the planning and
preparation of a quiz which could then be put into free Hot Potatoes software
to make an interactive online exercise. During the workshop, participants
learnt how to use the free software Hot Potatoes, including how to change
colours and insert images. Figure 5 and Figure 6 show an extract from the
planning sheet which participants’ used and one of the quizzes produced
during the workshop.
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Figure 5.

Planning sheet for creating an online quiz
http://languagebox.ac.uk/1858/

Figure 6.

An online quiz for Punjabi produced as part of the workshop
on creating online exercises http://languagebox.ac.uk/1778/
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Figure 7 illustrates how all of the Community Café workshop activities could be
combined into one interactive activity if participants had or learnt additional IT
skills. This Hungarian resource includes 2 audio recordings and several online
Hot Potatoes quizzes.
Figure 7.

A Hungarian resource which has combined many of the workshop
activities into one interactive learning object
http://languagebox.ac.uk/1733/

5.

Conclusion

The impact of this short project on the community-based language teachers
who took part was significant. They acquired new technical skills, made new
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contacts with colleagues, reflected on their teaching methods and resources,
and learnt more about using the internet effectively to find resources and to
publish their own work. The City Council officer who runs the network noted
that: “tutors are already applying some of the things they have learnt in the
classroom, and this has made a big difference to teaching quality”. He felt that
the project had “opened a new door for them [the tutors]”. This demonstrates
that creating and publishing open educational resources within a social,
community setting has the potential to be a vehicle for the development and
enhancement of professional skills, particularly for a group marginalised from
mainstream education.
The social, collegiate aspects of open practice-sharing were important in this
process, both online (via LanguageBox): “I have found the LanguageBox to be
very useful as inspiration for my own lesson planning because I can get ideas
from other teachers’ lesson plans…” and offline: “Each teacher has different
issues so it is interesting to hear different experiences. I have got some teaching
ideas from other colleagues during café meetings”. The benefits and challenges of
sharing open resources amongst an identified community group is one aspect of
open educational practice and sits alongside institutional and national initiatives
in OEP and OERs. For example, within the UK, research work continues in this
area at the Open University, with language teachers using the LORO repository,
and at the University of Southampton, with general humanities practitioners
using the HumBox repository.
OEP offers a flexible, low-cost means to share resources, share practice
and increase the pool of teaching materials for community-based language
teachers. These activities are much needed and valued by communitybased teachers, as shown by the number of downloads of project resources.
Our short project revealed that tutors have great levels of enthusiasm for
professional development and for open working, but it takes time to embed,
absorb and act on new knowledge, and community-based teachers need
continuing support and encouragement to help them access and build on
ideas and experiences which may be commonplace to those in mainstream
educational sectors.
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Useful Links
The entire Community Café workshop pack detailing including all facilitator/
teachers’ notes, participant handouts and templates, plus instructions for setting
up your own community café can be found at: http://languagebox.ac.uk/1846/
A reusable Language Game Dice was produced by the project as an open
resource. This OER is accompanied by teachers’ notes and is available at: http://
languagebox.ac.uk/1835/
Journal article about the project:
Borthwick, K., & Dickens, A. (2013). The Community Café: creating and sharing open
educational resources with community-based language teachers. Journal of e-Learning
and Knowledge Society, 9(1), 73-83. Retrieved from http://www.je-lks.org/ojs/index.
php?journal=Je-LKS_EN&page=article&op=view&path%5B%5D=803
CILT, The National Centre for Languages: http://www.cilt.org.uk/home.aspx
JISC: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/
JISC Community Café Project reports: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/
digitisation/communitycontent/communitycafe.aspx
Languages Open Resources Online: http://loro.open.ac.uk
Project blog: http://communitylanguages.wordpress.com/
The HumBox: http://humbox.ac.uk/
The LanguageBox: http://languagebox.ac.uk/
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The “Onstream” Project:
Collaboration between Higher Education
Teachers of Russian and Teachers of Russian
in Mainstream and Supplementary Schools
Terry King1
Abstract

T

his case study describes how the problem of the isolation of teachers of
Russian in supplementary (Saturday) schools in London was addressed

by organising collaboration between them and teachers in a mainstream
secondary school and a university. The aim was for them to share resources
and pedagogical approaches. The project began with a meeting for
identification of common needs and goals. A space in a Virtual Learning
Environment (Moodle) was set up and subsequent activity was via an online discussion forum for exchanging ideas and a resource bank for sharing
materials. Early on, the supplementary teachers visited the mainstream
school to observe lessons. The ensuing resource bank was substantial; four
short films of lessons in each sector, twenty items of teaching materials, two
PowerPoints by teachers for classroom use and seven by their students on
study topics. In their first venture into on-line Open Educational Resources,
the team found the development of a culture of sharing among teachers faces
many obstacles: differences in the context of the production and use of the
created materials and in styles of pedagogy, the problem of non-take-up
of resources and the psycho-sociological factors inherent in sharing with
strangers. Yet, on the positive side, everyone recognised the benefits of sharing.

Keywords: collaboration, supplementary schools, cross-sector, Russian, OER.
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1.

Context:
London, the multilingual city

At least 300 languages are spoken in London’s mainstream state schools. All of
the world’s major languages are represented. Over 40 languages are each spoken
by more than 1,000 pupils1. Some of these, currently called “community”
languages, are taught in mainstream schools but most are taught in supplementary
schools, i.e. small schools with their own teachers running outside school hours,
in the evenings, on Saturdays, or on Sundays. A directory of schools in London,
compiled by the ‘Our Languages’ project lists 283 supplementary and 43
mainstream schools which teach a range of community languages from Albanian
to Yoruba. Many of these supplementary schools are part of a larger organisation
dedicated to preserving the culture associated with the language.
Previous work on the ATLAS Olympics competition based in University College
London (UCL), for secondary and supplementary schools in London, showed
that language teachers in both sectors often desired to know more about ways in
which the target language was taught in the other sector.

2.

Intended outcomes

In September 2010, the author and colleagues in UCL were successful in gaining
funding from Links into Languages, London, a government-financed initiative,
to work with teachers of Russian in supplementary schools.
They had broadly three aims:
•

to address the perceived isolation of teachers in different sectors and the
desire of some supplementary school teachers to learn how to teach to the
examinations set for mainstream learners;

1. Research conducted by the Department of Quantitative Social Science at the Institute of Education, London, based on data obtained
from the Annual School Census of 2008 http://repec.ioe.ac.uk/REPEc/pdf/qsswp1012.pdf
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•

to create Open Educational Resources (OERs) useful to all sectors and to
discuss their use;

•

to improve the quality of the learning experience for students in both
sectors.

3.

Nuts and bolts

3.1.

Recruiting

Focussing on Russian, the team recruited participants from three sectors:
•

four supplementary schools for Russian in different areas of London
(Bexley, Greenwich, Newham and Kingston);

•

a mainstream London secondary school with a flourishing, highly
successful, Russian Department of three teachers, with a year 10 class of
twenty, a year 11 class of twenty studying for GCSE, a year 12 class of ten
taking AS level and a year 13 class of eight taking A level1;

•

higher education: two teachers of Russian from UCL and a second year
undergraduate class of twelve were involved.

The outcome was to involve ten teachers working with eighty pupils in total,
sharing materials and ideas.
3.2.

Setting up

In September 2010, the team organised a workshop attended by seven teachers of
Russian from the four supplementary schools, two teachers from the mainstream

1. GCSE is the exam taken in the last year of compulsory education at age 16; AS level is an exam taken in a chosen subject at the age
17 and A level is a continuation of AS with an exam taken in the year prior to entry to university at age 18.
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school and one from the Higher Education Institutions (HEI). Prior to the
meeting, participants identified problems and successful methods. Suggestions
were made for likely areas to focus on.
Some supplementary students with Russian as their home language had little skill
in reading or writing and needed help on how to prepare for GCSE and AS/A
level exams. Under the new specifications, students needed help with writing
their Creative, Discursive and Research-Based Essays - a problem shared by
mainstream pupils. After a discussion of common needs, sharing knowledge of
resources and pedagogical approaches and identifying specific agreed goals, a
project plan was agreed and drawn up.
The pedagogic principle underpinning the project was that linguistic competence
is developed when students are engaged through creative activity and have a
sense of authentic communication, i.e. involving real situations and audiences.
So it was agreed that the project would run in tandem with the CrossRoads2
project which provides undergraduates as e-mentors for school students in a
password-protected, teacher-monitored environment (King, 2010). The virtual
learning environment (VLE) used was Moodle. Each undergraduate student was
paired with two students.

4.

In practice

4.1.

Using the VLE

The same Moodle site employed for the student e-mentoring was used for the
OnStream project. The teachers were to use the Discussion Forum facility to
communicate with each other and to contribute to a resource bank.
A large number of files from the mainstream school on the teaching content for
A level and GCSE classes was uploaded, along with lesson plans and advice
on conducting orals. Further items were uploaded by the supplementary
school teachers.
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4.2.

Classroom observation

It became clear from the teachers’ Discussion Forum that OERs needed to be seen
in the context of their use. So the supplementary school teachers were invited to
observe three lessons (with years 10, 11 and 12) at the mainstream school.
The event was most successful as feedback showed. One supplementary school
teacher said:
It was a great experience to see Russian language to be taught a different
way other than done in our supplementary school.
A discussion in the Forum on the different circumstances in supplementary
schools followed. As a result more teaching materials were put up on the project
website by all three sectors as well as material pointing out the differences
between mainstream and supplementary teaching and requests for information.
Another supplementary school teacher wrote:
It will be interesting to know how do you give grammer [sic] topics and
how do you choose an order of grammer [sic] introduction or criteria of
importance. What children have to cover (from grammer [sic] point of
view) at the end of year 10, for example.
At a meeting after the lesson the future direction of the project was planned.
At the suggestion of the supplementary school teachers we expanded the scope
of the project to include teaching methods as well as sharing materials. It was
agreed to make a film of classes in all three sectors as a record of some of the
differences.
4.3.

Filming classes

Accordingly in late December 2011 a film was made of a year 12 grammar
lesson at the mainstream school and a link to it was put up on the project web
site. In January, a film of a first year undergraduate lesson at university, also
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on grammar, was made. In March the third film was made in a supplementary
school, on the topic of reading and literature. The three films clearly highlighted
the contextual differences between the three sectors. The obvious ones are:
a) University class: small, motivated. Teaching in English.
b) State school: classes large and mixed in ability and motivation but of
the same age. Teaching in English. Well resourced.
c) Saturday school: classes small and mixed in age, ability and motivation.
Teaching in Russian.
4.4.

A competition for students

To involve the students creatively a competition was organised for all participating
students to create materials, with vouchers for prizes. There were three sections
– one for each of the levels –, GCSE, A and undergraduate. The students were
asked to create a PowerPoint or word document on a topic suitable for the level
at which they were studying and relevant to topics on the syllabus. These were:
•

for GCSE: Russian customs and/or traditions, Russian celebration days;

•

for AS/A level: Popular culture. e.g. An aspect of Youth culture, Popular
Music, Leisure, Sport or Tourism;

•

for undergraduates at university: an aspect of Russian “high culture” (e.g.
a writer, composer, artist or an area, e.g. opera, ballet) or a topic from
Russian history or current affairs.

4.5.

Student involvement in creating materials

The competition produced some excellent entries on topics ranging from the
poet Anna Akhmatova and International Women’s Day. Below is a slide from a
PowerPoint on Russian popular music, written by an AS level student.
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Figure 1.

A page from a school student’s PowerPoint on popular Russian
music

A selection of the materials created in the project can be seen on the Links into
Languages website.

5.

Conclusion

The aims were achieved, commensurately with the time and resources available.
In terms of the learners, reading the exchanges of the pairs of students in the
discussion forum and judging by the enthusiasm of those who entered the
competition, it is clear that some students were helped with their motivation.
There were only a few cases of targeted support helping performance.
Improvements in performance take a much longer time to evaluate.
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As for the teachers, all those participating had access to the created resources
and most expressed, at some time, their satisfaction with them. They all had
exposure to a wider range of activities and practices. It would take more
time to evaluate whether they were able to develop pedagogical skills as a
result.
At the initial meeting, the supplementary school teachers were pleased to be
included in the project, valuing the opportunity to collaborate with mainstream
teachers. In the subsequent lesson observation, their immediate response was
of great interest in the methods and resources of the mainstream teachers. One
would hope that it contributed to a sense of belonging to a community of
diverse practice.
As regards further supplementary and mainstream collaboration, this is an
important aspect worth pursuing. Many UK schools, especially in London,
possess a greatly under-used resource – the wide range of linguistic abilities
of some school students. More should be done to bring those outside the
mainstream into it. In this respect the Onstream project was, as far as the author
knows, a first attempt to encourage collaboration between the mainstream and
supplementary sectors. As a pilot it encountered successes and difficulties which
future developers might like to consider.
5.1.

Successes

The project succeeded where it was able to:
•

use students from all three sectors in mutually helpful activities in creating
materials for each other;

•

use demonstration lessons where possible so that the resources could be
seen in context;

•

use the specialist knowledge and expertise of the teachers whose first
language is Russian;
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•

5.2.

use the mainstream teachers’ knowledge of and experience in teaching to
UK exam syllabuses.
Some difficulties

In our first venture into OER, it was found that the development of a culture
of sharing among teachers faces many obstacles. One such obstacle was the
differing context of the production and use of the created materials. At the initial
meeting, it was felt that the participants had much in common and mutual help
was possible. However, in the discussion forum, the supplementary teachers
established that they worked in a very different context to the others. They were
part-timers, teaching in the target language to small classes, mixed in age and
with varying knowledge of that language.
Another obstacle was the different pedagogical styles of the teachers involved.
The videos and observed lessons showed a variety of approaches, teachercentred and pupil-centred. The resources ranged from the open-ended (e.g.
web links with suggestions on their use or original writing for re-use) to the
closed (e.g. worksheets for completion by the students). Worksheets and
information sheets predominated, possibly because they are easier to share.
There is a danger with OER that the easiest format for sharing might become the
dominant mode for unimaginative teaching. For one teacher, grammar teaching
is a matter of informing students of the rules and exceptions, exemplified
in our resource bank by the sheets of grammatical tables. His students are
passive receptors of information. Other teachers would want their students
to be actively involved. One video shows a class being given some examples
from which to deduce for themselves the patterns of grammar. Each approach
produces different resources and methodology. One would hope that uploading
resources for either would lead to a discussion about the effectiveness of
each. Supplementary teachers are keen, sometimes untrained, volunteers, first
language speakers giving up time at week-ends to teach the target language.
Not all of them had the skill in English or the time to contribute to discussions
on pedagogy.
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The non-take-up of resources was a further obstacle. The short time-scale of
the Onstream project did not allow a thorough investigation of the subsequent
use of the uploaded resources. Creating a resource reflects the creator’s own
take on teaching. Ownership remains critical when the materials are offered
to others. Resources alone are not enough; their quality and the way they are
used matters.
Additionally, the psycho-sociological factors should also be taken into
consideration. There are particularly sensitive areas when sharing with strangers.
This would be true in a cohesive group but it is even more challenging for
practitioners from a different range of circumstances. Some of the contributors
to the forum were defensive and hesitant, others over-assertive. It takes time for
a positive group dynamic to evolve.
A final obstacle was the limited use of the Teachers’ Discussion Forum. In
retrospect it would have been better to apply a lesson learned from the student
mentoring – i.e. an open Discussion Forum is not the best way to develop
involvement. Such a Forum tends to be dominated by one or two people with
little participation by the others. With the students the best organisation was to
use very small groups or even pairs. Maybe the same applies to teachers too.
5.3.

Future developments

On the positive side, everyone recognised the benefits of sharing. The work is
on-going. A public web site has been set up to make the resources available
to anyone. It is hoped that the idea might be taken up by teachers of other
major languages taught in London schools and at London universities, such
as Arabic, Bengali, Hindi, Polish, Portuguese, Punjabi, Turkish and Urdu.
Certainly, London, as a major competitor in trading in the global economy,
needs to recognise and capitalise on the rich linguistic diversity of all of its
schools. OERs created, shared and discussed with reference to their context,
in both mainstream and supplementary schools, would surely help to achieve
this aim.
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Abstract

T

his case study presents the staff-development perspective of the
‘Collaborative Writing and Peer Review Project’ developed at the

Department of Languages, at the Open University, UK, between November
2011 and March 2012. The project was set up to promote the professional
development of teachers through collaborative writing and peer review,
encouraging open educational practices (OEP) and by extension the
production and publication of teaching resources in an open repository. As
teacher developers working in a blended environment, the authors facilitate
opportunities for sharing and developing good practice as part of a broad
staff development programme to help teachers understand and integrate
innovative approaches into their practice. Participants in this project
brought with them a range of experiences as practitioners from their work
with language students both at and outside the University. This case study
focuses on the professional development aspect of this initiative. It presents
the different aspects of the process and analyses teachers’ involvement with
social online tools and the impact on teaching practice of engaging with the
process of collaboration.
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1.

Context: Staff development
for language teachers in open learning

This case study presents the staff-development perspective of the
‘Collaborative Writing and Peer Review Project’ developed at the Department
of Languages, Faculty of Education and Language Studies (FELS), at the
Open University (OU), UK, between November 2011 and March 2012. The
Department specialises in Supported Open Learning offering degree modules
in English, Spanish, French, German, Italian, Welsh & Chinese (most of them
from beginners to advanced). Students are geographically dispersed and study
independently using mixed media teaching materials. They are supported
by locally based part-time teachers through assignment feedback, email and
forum contact, and online and face-to-face tutorials. The Department currently
has more than 300 part-time teachers who are line-managed in teams by Staff
Tutors (here referred to as regional academic managers). Regional academic
managers are locally based academics whose roles include, among others,
responsibility for the continuing professional development of their teams of
language teachers.
In the current ever-changing socio-educational context, the professional
development of language teachers evolves around the idea of lifelong learning
and the need for ongoing familiarisation with new ideas and skills. However,
as Seely Brown and Adler (2008) have demonstrated, the process of learning
and developing expertise is associated with reflection and participation in
the field, in other words, to “acculturating into a community of practice” (p.
19). When working in a technology heavy open learning context (see above)
this will be a “virtual community of practice” (Seely Brown & Adler, 2008,
p. 18) making use of professional academic development by technology. As
teacher developers working with a diverse group of part-time practitioners in
a blended environment, regional academic managers facilitate opportunities
for sharing and developing good practice as part of a broad staff development
programme which incorporates aspects of the blended learning tools to help
teachers understand and integrate innovative approaches into their practice.
The multimodal environment in which the University-supported open distance
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learning takes place already enables teachers to acquire technical expertise and
pedagogical understanding of a variety of digital tools including online social
networking tools, as well as to developing positive attitudes towards sharing
and discussing experiences of practice. Examples of this include recent staff
development projects on Peer Observation of Teaching, Differentiation and
more recently Dyslexia and Modern Language Learning, which have involved
a strong element of collaboration and building on the work of others using
synchronous and asynchronous online tools.
The project was one of nine funded under the University’s Scholarship of and
for Teaching strategy as it relates to two of its key thematic areas, enhancing
teaching and learning with new technologies and developing professional
identities and practice expertise, which underpin the Faculty priorities for its
programmes of study.

2.

Intended outcomes: Encouraging collaboration
in teaching material production

The project was set up to promote the professional development of teachers
through collaborative writing and peer review, encouraging open educational
practices (OEP) and by extension the production of content for open publication
and reuse. All teachers are likely to have different strengths and weaknesses and
varying levels of prior experience, and benefit from discussions with colleagues.
Therefore, regional academic managers at the Open University support their
teams of part-time teachers by providing sample resources, thus helping the
teachers in designing their own effective tutorial activities to work with students
in the OU’s Supported Open Learning system. For this purpose an online
resource bank (LORO) is made available.
This initiative presented an opportunity to encourage teachers to make sharing,
peer reviewing and reusing of teaching resources part of their routine working
practices. Prior to the project, most teachers’ engagement with the online
resource bank was predominantly receptive: it consisted of downloading teaching
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materials for their particular student group or browsing resources for inspiration.
Only some teachers engaged more fully in this online community of practice, by
uploading new or reversioned materials and even fewer interacted with others
through comment, offering praise or suggestions on uploaded resources. The
project was set up to give teachers an opportunity to engage with the repository
more fully during a defined period of time, in which support was available and
engagement of peers with similar motivation was guaranteed.
The University’s geographical spread across the UK at times limits the amount of
regular contact between members of staff working in different locations. For the
teachers in particular this can lead to demotivation, as they work part-time and
from home, and may feel cut off from their teaching team. They might expect
to deal with teaching issues in isolation or conversely become overly dependent
on line manager support. The project therefore aimed to motivate teachers by
providing opportunities for collaborative contact and working with peers, and
to form subgroups for future joint working. The collaboration also enabled the
different staff groupings to gain insight into each other’s perspective, and to
improve their use of the technologies available for teaching and collaborative
working, through employing them practically in a dedicated task.
It was hoped that the project might lead to a targeted enhancement of the
material provision, as teachers would identify and fill gaps they perceived in the
existing collection. Furthermore, project participants might henceforth become
champions of open practice: they might guide others in the use of the repository
and lead by example in uploading of and commenting on materials, i.e. they
would knit together the community of practice. An important aspect was for
participants to engage with issues relevant to OER material development such
as reusing materials or ideas developed by others.
Finally, the project was an impetus for all participants to engage in scholarship
by reflecting on their own professional practice. Working with OER
principles provided a supportive context, in which they could build on the
existing scholarship by academic colleagues and an established network for
dissemination.
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3.

Nuts and bolts: Participants,
technical tools and project schedule

The Department of Languages uses LORO, Languages Open Resources Online,
to address the need to support its teachers as producers of tutorial activities for
online teaching. LORO is an online repository of open educational resources
(OERs) and was developed with JISC funding in 2010 to aid storing, sharing and
accessing language teaching resources provided by the OU.
The project team brought together three regional academic managers
and three members of the LORO development team who were course
developers and coordinators. It worked in close co-operation with the twelve
participating teachers. This triangle united a range of expertise, given the
diversity of roles and backgrounds. The attributes sought in the teachers
were the ability to deliver good, communicative language tutorials, having a
firm understanding of diverse student need and inclusivity, having previous
experience of creating imaginative and effective materials, familiarity with
the LORO repository and, ideally, experience of collaborative work. The
teachers, drawn from a diversity of languages, brought with them a range of
experiences as practitioners from their work with language students both at
and outside the Open University.
A designated online environment on the institutions’ Moodle environment was
set up for the project. The tools afforded were asynchronous forums, wikis and
an online synchronous web-conferencing ‘room’. The forum was provided for
discussion and for communication between the project team and participants,
for example, setting schedules and giving information. As the sub teams
of participants formed, it was envisaged they would set up strands for their
collaborative work. The wiki was set up for collaborative material development.
The online ‘room’ (Elluminate) was available for synchronous meetings, either
by the whole group as part of scheduled input sessions or the autonomous
subgroups to discuss their joint work.
Table 1 below shows the schedule of tasks and steps planned by the project team.
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Table 1.

Collaborative writing and peer review project schedule

Stage
Preparation

Recruitment

Dateline
Over a 4-monthperiod prior
to launch
Month 1
(1-hour-session)

Action
Project team meetings
to design and plan
Invitation to all OU
language teachers

Briefing meeting for all
interested teachers

Training and
discussion

Group work

Progress
meeting

Completion
Dissemination
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Finalising participant list
Month 2
Project launch (participants
(2-hour-session) and project team). Session
introduced participants to
LORO functionality, the concept
and history of OER and OEP
and explored aspects around
collaboration and peer review
Month 3
Presentation and discussion
(2-hour-session) of tools for collaboration,
using third party material
and copyright issues, and
creative commons licenses.
Group formation and
planning discussion
Month 3 to 4
Collaborative writing and
(2-week-period) peer review; participants
from each group create
• one new resource
• one resource based
on reuse/reversioning
Month 4
Presentation and discussion
(2-hour-session) of resources; discussion
of collaborative writing
and peer review
Month 4 to 5
Finalising and uploading of
(2-week-period) resources, peer commenting
Month 5 and
Opportunities for participants
beyond
to present at staff development
events, championing
LORO, OER and OEP

Tools
Synchronous and
asynchronous
conferencing
Advert (LORO
Newsletter October 2011
- LORO), email
Online room
Project mailbox
Online room

Online room

Synchronous and
asynchronous
conferencing.
Email

Online room

LORO
LORO, online
room, face-toface in various
locations

Annette Duensing, Matilde Gallardo and Sarah Heiser

Scheduled sessions were designed to be interactive and discussion-based so
as to harness the participants’ experience, to demonstrate the possibilities and
strengths of peer support and to address the actual needs of teachers in this
particular work context. Task outcome guidelines for subgroup formation and
working were deliberately left flexible to allow for a good degree of autonomy.

4.

In practice: How the plans
were applied and received

Overall the project ran as scheduled in the plan set out in Table 1. Some variation
occurred in the working of the subgroups, largely due to their choice of online tools.
Through forum postings and synchronous online discussions, participants
formed four groups for joint work with those of similar interests (Table 2).
Table 2.

Group and resources produced

Group:

Resources produced:

English for Academic Purposes
Jing embedded video descriptions
Intermediate Italian

A case study about a bookshop with activities
Learning to use the tool and making resources
Pronunciation, tongue twisters,
description of an apartment activity
Materials in different languages
for reversioning, differentiation
and extension activities

Cross languages

During the group work phase participants had to organize their own schedule
and work more independently. Here they mostly chose tools they were familiar
with such as email for communication. Whereas it was quick and easy to use, this
meant the work was not visible on the forums, and one participant, inadvertently
left off one email, missed part of her group’s work.
Time constraints meant that participants had no or few synchronous subgroup
meetings. If at all, they used their own teaching rooms with preference over the
project’s room, access to which was less familiar to them.
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Participants only used new tools if they afforded clear benefits. The wiki was
the only tool new to some of the participants, and only one group used it to
design their materials. One group introduced another tool, ‘Jing’, for short video
recordings, explored how to use it, and used it to create materials.
The project produced 19 useful teaching resources which can be found on
the LORO website by searching for the ‘collaborative writing’ tag. Two are
illustrated in Figure 1 and Figure 2.
Figure 1.

Teaching resource in LORO created during the project1

In a final evaluation of the intended outcomes, eleven participant questionnaires
were returned. When asked if they would use the materials produced in the
project, 8/11 participants reported they would definitely use the materials they
had produced themselves, 4/11 would use the materials produced by their group
and 2/11 would use those created by other groups.
1. Jing activity: http://loro.open.ac.uk/2851/
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Figure 2.

A beginners’ French activity adapted for German1

The experience of writing collaboratively with new people was described in
the final evaluative questionnaire as “highly motivating”. Another participant
commented,
1. French activity: http://loro.open.ac.uk/535; German activity: http://loro.open.ac.uk/2951/.
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“I think we had a shared underlying understanding of what constitutes
effective teaching and were open to each other’s ideas.”
Participants were particularly positive about the helpfulness of peer support
available through working in groups. When asked about giving and receiving
comments 8/11 agreed the comments were valuable and none disagreed; one
reported feeling uneasy having their work commented on, but 8/11 said they did
not. Nevertheless, they were clearly aware that peer review has to be provided
sensitively, as 6/11 said they felt uneasy making the comments, while only 2/11
did not. Figure 3 illustrates how tutors supported each other through constructive
and tactful feedback.
Figure 3.

An example of developing peer evaluation
and comment in LORO

While participants experienced the time constraints involved in collaboration,
overall they felt that this was worth it. However, when asked if working
collaboratively took more time than working individually opinions were split.
6/11 agreed and 4/11 disagreed, while 5/11 thought it would save time in the
long run and 3/11 did not.
The majority of participants reported having benefitted from the enthusiasm
generated by the working in groups and giving and receiving comments. One
participant concluded,
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“It was a very interesting and useful exercise. It encouraged me to work
collaboratively and I appreciated the benefit of it. I have certainly learnt
different things such as how to use new tools in order to make my material
more interesting and interactive. Furthermore, since I took part in this
project I started re-using and adapting existing materials and it is saving
me lot [sic] of time. Finally the project encouraged me to share my work
and ideas with other [sic]: I liked to have feedback on my work before
publishing it online (I thought it was very encouraging and reassuring),
I have also been inspired from the work of other people.”

5.

Conclusion

Following the principles of Open Educational Resources and Open Educational
Practices as defined by Wiley (2007) among others, this case study illustrates
how a staff development initiative for teachers of Modern Foreign Languages in
Higher Education represents a good example of integrating OEP and OER into
teachers’ professional practice. The benefits of working collaboratively using
social networking tools and publishing resources through open repositories
have been indicated by participants in the project. By engaging with innovative
pedagogical practices they found the process of collaboration a motivating and
enriching learning experience which also gave them the opportunity to reflect
on their attitudes towards and perceptions of ownership and open access. The
process was underpinned by the use and reuse of individual teaching contributions
to adapt them to the needs of learners as identified by the extensive teaching
experience of participants. Thus some of the comments and feedback express
the idea that materials produced collaboratively become “part of a community”
and can be regarded “more as a proposal or a suggestion” rather than the creation
of one individual. The impact of this initiative goes beyond improving teaching
practice and it is reflected in the quality of the student experience as they benefit
from the use of better resources and more confident teachers.
The full integration of LORO in the professional practice of Open University
language teachers will be a long-term achievement which requires further work
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to raise awareness and build skills amongst users, as well as regular monitoring
among practitioners. However staff developers feel that the experience of this
project has taken participating teachers to a level of “champions” and has offered
great encouragement to teachers to be involved in staff development events and
to play a key role in promoting collaborative OEP to the wider community at
the OU and beyond. As a result, many participating teachers have already given
presentations and run workshops for their peers at regional and national level
events while some others have engaged in scholarship.
This case study not only illustrates the process of engaging practitioners with
the production of open educational resources but, more significantly, we have
provided a practical example of successful and innovative open educational
practices in the context of Supported Open Learning, which has the potential
to be replicated and adapted to a variety of settings. The project further
demonstrates the potential of social networking tools to develop teachers’ digital
literacies required by the changing role of the practitioner in teaching languages
in blended contexts.
Acknowledgements. The authors would like to express their gratitude to all
participants of the project, in particular Ana Maria Ferri and Caroline RowanOlive whose resources are featured in figures 1 and 2 respectively, and Anna
Comas-Quinn, Tita Beaven and Christine Pleines, who are central academic
members of the Department of Languages on the project team.

Useful links
JING: http://www.techsmith.com/tutorial-jing-embed-content-using-screencastcom.html
JISC: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/inf11/sue2/loro
LORO: http://loro.open.ac.uk/
LORO newsletter: http://loro.open.ac.uk/2637/
Supported Open Learning: http://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/the-ou-explained/teachingand-learning-the-ou
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Transnational Online Discussions
to Foster Open Practices
Klaus-Dieter Rossade1
Abstract

T

his case study reports on the outcomes of asynchronous task forums
in an advanced language and culture course in the Department of

Languages at the Open University (OU). In these task forums, distance
learners have the opportunity to discuss a variety of topics that relate to the
themes of the course and are closely embedded within the materials. Learners
share their understanding and opinions immediately after they have worked
through a particular resource or section in the materials. The examples and
quotations are based on contributions from the 2011 cohort. One example, a
forum discussion about what learners make of the term Heimat (homeland),
revealed a high level of interaction between participants which was based
on authentic personal experiences and required little teaching input. Even
learners with lower than required levels of German contributed regularly
and used the forums to try out target language discourse in the protected
space of the course. The principles and examples presented here point to
a successful open educational practice which is transferrable and could be
turned into user-generated open educational resources themselves. The case
study also discusses some of the technical and structural nuts and bolts of
such task-based forums.

Keywords: open educational practice, distance education, language learning,
asynchronous task forums, transnational language learning, self-organisation of
learners.
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1.

Context

The OU, with over 200,000 learners annually, is the largest distance education
provider in the UK. The course L313 Variationen Advanced German (from
now on referred to as L313) is the last of four German courses, which take
learners from beginners to advanced language proficiency (level A1 to C1
of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages, CEFR).
L313 is a 31 week language and culture course and attracts between 120140 mature learners (the largest segment is 35-55 years). Learners study a
blended mix of books, audio, video and web activities on a Moodle Virtual
Learning Environment (VLE), all of which are carefully scripted to match
their needs.
Generally, distance learners study the materials independently at a place
and time of their choice, often alongside work and family commitments.
Learners are allocated to what is called a tutor group at the Open University
and the teacher (or tutor) marks assignments, gives feedback and provides
general study support. The teacher runs face-to-face and online synchronous
conferencing tutorials where learners meet and study with their peers.
Learners can also communicate via two asynchronous forums, one for their
tutor group and one for the whole course cohort. The task forums analysed
here are additional to these standard offers and voluntary. The assignments
are ultimately the only compulsory element on L313 and time-poor distance
learners tend to prioritise compulsory course components and consider
carefully whether to interact in task forums or not.
Figure 1 below shows the first of six blocks in the course on the topic
of geography and political structures of German speaking countries
(Landschaftliche Vielfalt und politische Strukturen). Task forums are in week
one, two and three and in these, learners discuss their favourite places or
regions in German speaking countries, places they would like to visit, how
these compare with places or regions in their own countries, what homeland
(Heimat) means to them and what they think of Wilhelmshaven, a city in
north west Germany which they have just studied in the course. On the left
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pane of the screen are the general discussion spaces (student forum and tutor
group forum).
Figure 1.

L313 Variationen VLE
showing the first five weeks of study.

The course takes learners through the advanced level (CEFR C1), but the
actual learners’ ability can range from upper-intermediate (B2) to native or
near native (C2), a result of the university’s open entry policy: learners receive
advice about the level required to study the course but ultimately the decision
remains theirs: linguistically weaker B2 learners often sign on hoping to catch
up over time whereas stronger learners may study for the content or just to get
the credits for a degree in Language Studies.
Linguistically stronger learners are often foreign learners who have lived or
live temporarily or permanently in German speaking countries, or German
speaking foreigners on the British Isles, or perhaps second generation heritage
speakers in the UK: the shades and permutations of learners’ backstories
are infinite and enrich any discussion within the course. Most learners have
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studied other courses before with the institution and are therefore experienced
distance language learners.

2.

Intended outcomes

Four key objectives influenced the design of the task forums:
•

to provide spaces where learners can share their knowledge, understanding
and opinions about what they have learned;

•

to encourage intercultural comparison and reflection by linking tasks to
topics and questions that aim to utilise the learners’ rich backgrounds
and intercultural experiences. These authentic perspectives are generated
afresh with every new cohort;

•

to support or enhance the transnational teaching strategy by strengthening
differentiated perspectives on culture below and above the level of
nations;

•

to evaluate the level of self-organisation of the group, and, by extension,
the teaching resource that is needed to support pedagogically meaningful
forums which add value to the learner experience.

The first three objectives took Karen Risager’s (2007) proposals for a
transnational language and culture pedagogy as a starting point and the forums
emulate to some degree her concept of the transnational classroom for distance
learners.
Language development and language practice were also expected outcomes
but as an additional benefit only. No error correction is offered and learners
are not required to communicate in German (weaker learners are encouraged
to start in English initially to boost their confidence). The course developers
also anticipated socio-affective benefits as distance learning can be a solitary
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experience, but again, these benefits are not central and are also covered by
other forums.
Selection of communication tool: Simple text forums were considered the
appropriate tool for the objectives outlined above. Communicating via text
forums is comparatively easy and learners are used to these from their tutor
group interactions. With asynchronous forums, learners stay in control of their
time and the extent to which they contribute. Such forums allow learners to
study other contributions in detail, to reflect, to draft and to revise their own text
before they publish it. Forums were also very easy to integrate into the learning
materials. This leaves learners just one click away from the (inter)action and
offers the choice of pull i.e. accessing the forum to read messages, or push i.e.
subscribing to forum message delivery to their email accounts.

3.

Nuts and bolts:
Integration of forums

The forums are located on the L313 Moodle VLE. The task forum design on
L313 is learning object orientated: learners enter discreet discussion spaces for
each topic. The discussion is part of a series of linked activities related to just
one topic (see Figure 3), not an activity for which learners have to leave the
context of the learning resource. The embedded discussion is more akin to the
comments sections attached to, for example, online newspaper articles where
readers can immediately comment on what they have just read and share their
views instantaneously. This learning object metaphor is different from a general
discussion or social space metaphor, such as the tutor group forums in the course,
which learners enter when they want to socialise and then create or participate in
threads for a variety of purposes.
Figure 2 shows such a discreet space for a discussion about the increasing use
of English words in German. Learners worked through authentic resources and
performed some basic web searches before they contributed to the discussion.
Most responded to the first strand Denglish, gut oder schlecht (mash-up of
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German-English, good or bad) but several other strands were started, often
without a clear rationale and perhaps by accident. However, the discussion
remains bounded to the topical space with the task at the top and the subscription
facility at the bottom.
Figure 2.

Forum about the increasing use of English in the German language

The tasks are often adapted from reflection notes which are spread across the
printed and online materials and invite learners to consider particular aspects
further (Zum Weiterdenken). The forums thus transform individual reflection
activities into interactive group processes. This transformation is supported by
tasks which are seamlessly embedded in the learning path: a click through to
a forum discussion does not feel any different from the click to a third party
website.
All topics and tasks offer opportunities for intercultural comparison, ranging
from tasks that require little or no preparation (e.g. describe your favourite
place or region in a target language country or the country of origin, what not
to joke about?, what do you think about dual nationality?) to those that rely on
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considerable pre-task work (e.g. homeland, emigration, asylum in Germany
and Europe).
The moderation of the forums was shared in 2011 by a team of teachers. As
the fourth objective was about how the group organises its discussion, each
moderator was asked to intervene as little as possible, but was invited to
contribute at times to the discussion ‘as participants’ reflecting on their personal
intercultural interpretations, attitudes and experiences.

4.

In practice

Figure 3 illustrates a sequence of activities that deals with the concept of
homeland, a concept that remains heavily charged within German speaking
cultures. Having worked through several learning resources about homeland,
learners are asked, in activity 1.2.10, to explore a quote (“Only those who
know the past, know the present”) in light of their impressions of some local
history museum websites that they were asked to visit. They were asked for
example to define the term “local history museum” and their mission today,
and perhaps relate personal experiences with such museums. In activity 1.2.11,
learners then go to the forum Heimat and discuss questions from the previous
activity with other learners. The more limited questions about local history
museums expand to learners’ general attitude towards Heimat and learners
reflect as a group on all they have learned so far as well as their own personal
experiences. Then, in activity 1.2.12, learners return to the individual distance
learning mode and work through a cued speaking activity on the topic.
The forum on homeland has been popular every year since the course started in
2010. In 2011, 22 learners from a total of 128 at course start (17.2%) and 101
sitting the exams (21.8%) contributed around 8900 words to this forum, which
also included two short moderator posts (150 words). Each of the 51 posts on the
topic averaged about 175 words, each learner writing 387 words on average. It
seems not unjustified to describe this exchange as very lively and the following
summary aims to give a brief flavour of the exchanges.
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Figure 3.

Forum on Heimat (Homeland)
embedded within distance learning tasks

Many contributions proposed a variety of definitions from geographical
locations that people felt attached to, to emotional perspectives such as “where
my heart is”, where one felt secure in the past, of a life people remember
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well and happily. However, concerns were voiced, too, for example from a
Swiss national (MPZ-C2+)1, who explained the Swiss citizenship concept
of Bürgerort (citizen rights tied to a local community, not the nation). He
called Heimat a delicate, patriotic, nationalistic and even segregationist
concept, while an English emigrant in Germany (FRLW-C2) had issues with
the concept “‘Heimat’ without a plural”. A third learner (MAH-C1) reminded
the group of minorities and their need or yearning for a homeland and, on
balance, considered emotional attachments to a Heimat entirely acceptable
and apolitical, but conceded that it had been misused by the Nazis. This was
followed by more than 30 posts within eight days on multiple strands, until one
learner (FAC-C1) took on the task to provide a summary of the discussion so
far. This learner, born and raised in an Eastern European country, now lives in
the UK as a dual national, holds a joint English degree and has thirty years of
teaching experience in modern languages. She delivered a substantial blog post
(1,272 words) which observed academic conventions, organized the discussion
around the principle of “homeland – security versus freedom”, quoted and
paraphrased key contributions from other learners or course resources, and
extended the discussion with references to further relevant resources such as
Edgar Reitz’s (1984) TV-series Heimat. Taking all these contributions together,
the notion of Heimat becomes a place that one can call home for a variety of
reasons. These need no longer be framed and shaped by nations exclusively
but can operate at a transnational level, whether in sub-national geographic
categories or extra-national emotional or ideological categories.
The homeland forum demonstrates the collective power of reasoning and
the sensitive navigation of a complex concept that a group discussion can
deliver, where participants contribute knowledge, experiences and opinions
from various geographical, socio-cultural and educational backgrounds.
Together they raise the sensitivity of the whole learner cohort, including
those learners who do not contribute but simply read the posts, in the case
of the homeland forum at a ratio of one active contributor to three read-only
participants.
1. The person reference includes <gender><id><CEFR-Level>.
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5.

Conclusion

This case study revealed a high level of independent learner engagement
with the task and self-organisation of the group discussions that required
only low levels of teacher intervention. It could therefore be seen as a good
example for open educational practice even if, in this case, it took place in
a password protected space of some 120-140 learners. It is open to learners’
personal and intercultural experiences which they can share, and it is openly
supportive of all learners irrespective of their backgrounds and variations in
language proficiency. The Heimat forum demonstrated how a comparatively
simple question can lead to complex outcomes which deliver on all four
objectives mentioned in Section 2. This performance was replicated in other
task based forums on the course, albeit at different scales and intensities,
depending on the nature of the task and the topical preferences of the learners.
There was no questionnaire that elicited directly learners’ attitudes towards
these forums, but based on the analysis of all contributions one might like to
suggest five key elements that may have helped to make these forums vibrant
and informative:
•

Authenticity: Learners narrated very personal episodes and emotions
and this was frequently acknowledged by others who seemed to be
encouraged to share their stories in turn. The summary above masks
the richness of experiences and often the rich language with which
learners recounted their individual perspectives and reflections. As
they considered, confirmed and corroborated each other’s experiences
in the course of the discussion, they also outlined collective culturally
bound attitudes without necessarily ossifying these into national
stereotypes.

•

Contextualisation: Forums are tightly embedded in the flow of learning
activities. The timeliness and one-click access to a discussion may
support active participation when the thoughts and reflections about a
topic are still fresh. In addition, learners are also likely to be influenced
by previous discussions: the “Heimat” forum is preceded by a forum
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on learners’ most favourite places and regions which may have primed
them to think in sub-national categories. Consider by contrast the
potential priming effect if a previous forum had asked them about
typical stereotypes about Germans.
•

Purpose: Learners were told that the task forums are not primarily for
language learning, but for sharing knowledge, understanding and ideas.
This was underlined by the invitation to write in English if need be,
though no learner took up this offer. On the contrary, many learners who
initially had not quite reached the required level of linguistic ability to
contribute with ease, continued in German. Rather than switching to
English, they appear to have accepted the challenge and used the forum
space for experimenting with their language skills.

•

Self-organisation: Learners were aware that the forum was moderated,
but also realised that teacher interventions were rare. This may have
helped participants to take responsibility for their discussion and
contribute in ways that are natural to them, e.g. by providing summaries
or additional links to resources from time to time.

•

Object orientation: Forums are linked to learning objects and not
merely a thread amongst others in a generic discussion space, where
older discussions are displaced by newer threads. The task forums keep
all threads together and can easily be revisited later for example when
quotes or ideas are needed in assignments.

The forums are protected spaces for learners to practice discourse before they
enter the open world of web forums which have become a standard feature on
most content platforms across the internet. The forums in this case study may be
seen as the ‘sandpits’ where learners try and test their readiness to join the world
on open online communication. And just like the discussion strands following
YouTube or news channel resources are becoming sources of information
themselves, the discussions presented here could turn into user-generated
content for future foreign language learners.
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A Case Study into Learner Engagement
in the Production of OERs within
an Online Language Environment
María Dolores Iglesias Mora1 and David Elvis Leeming2
Abstract

T

his case study demonstrates examples of how open practices and
resources can be used to effectively engage language learners in the

learning process. The case focuses on a small group of Spanish Open
University learners (Beginners Spanish programme - L194 Portales) that
began their language course in October 2012. The case shows a successful
way of using the forums as a ‘portal’ for distance learners to interact, create,
share and cooperate in the Virtual Learning Environments, and argues how
the method employed enhances the learning experience. It also illustrates
how the learners actively used the target language in their interactions which
then gave them confidence to build upon their language skills. Furthermore,
the case study offers the reader a model to embed into their own practice,
and explains the organisational considerations behind the results should
practitioners choose to replicate the methodology. It concludes by postulating
that OERs can offer a real opportunity to create a strong sense of learner
autonomy by encouraging the learners to become engaged in the activity of
creating their own authentic materials.
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1.

Context

Open Educational Resources (OERs) have come to the fore in recent years,
as the use of technology within education has flourished. Many authors, such
as Hanna and Wood (2011) have observed the pedagogical benefits of the
individualisation and personalisation of online learning materials. Clearly many
within the educational field are acutely aware of their potential, especially as
cost effective teaching resources.
Whilst the advantages seem obvious, could there be a missing link in this
innovation? It is the authors’ strong belief that the learner experience should
be at the heart of all that we undertake as educators; indeed their professional
practice is based upon this conviction. Hence a sharing community of teachers
and learners, in their opinion, is the perfect arena to take this belief to another
level.
It has often been observed that language learners feel most engaged when they are
afforded the opportunity to focus on what is important to them, for example, the
chance to talk about their family or hobbies; it gives them a sense of ownership
and familiarity. It has also been observed in their teaching by the authors that
there is often a desire to use authentic materials by both learners and teachers.
The authors’ experiences have shown time and again the usefulness of this form
of pedagogical engagement. They felt that their enthusiasm could be translated
into how learners engage with the curriculum by producing, sharing and using
their own authentic materials. That is, by transferring to the learners the ethos that
sharing OERs is a good and productive practice, the learners would eventually
understand that cooperative productive learning can make a real difference to
their learning experience.
Therefore, the main purpose of the following case study will be to investigate
the potential for turning leaners’ production in the target language into OERs.
The authors intend to, firstly, show and review the results from this relatively
new angle and come up with some conclusions and suggestions for future work.
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2.

Intended outcomes

Many within the field of education have recognised the benefits of fostering
a culture of sharing work that can then be adapted and developed according
to the needs of a particular teacher and group of learners. In recent years the
authors have been involved in the creation and adaptation of OERs that have
been uploaded and ‘published openly’ in LORO (Language Open Resources
Online). This experience has been extremely useful, and therefore Ms Iglesias
Mora (an Open University teacher) decided to experiment with this further by
also engaging her students in the production of these materials.
Initially, the main goal of the project was to encourage learners to produce
their own learning resources in order to consolidate their language learning.
An additional goal was also to evaluate to what extent this involvement affects
retention and progression of learners. At the same time, from the pedagogical
point of view, the intention was to examine how this could help foster learners’
autonomy and motivation as well as build a social, collaborative feeling amongst
the learners. The project also explored other possible potentials of teaching
forums beyond their use as simply discussion boards.
Overall, the project was initiated to increase awareness, both for teachers and
learners of the benefits of incorporating Open Educational Resources into
materials design and teaching by generating language learning resources and
publishing them openly so that other teachers and learners could reuse and
adapt them to their particular needs. Moreover, the intention was to model a
collaborative learning environment (using teaching forums) as a way to introduce
learners to the roles and responsibilities that learners will need to adopt should
they choose to produce OERs.

3.

Nuts and bolts: Organisation

The teacher felt that the best way of fostering this collaboration among the
learners was to initially use the group forum, a teaching forum used only by
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a particular group of learners and their teacher. This was used as a ‘portal’ to
enable learners to exchange and create their own electronic materials in the
way of podcasts, short video/photo documentaries, PowerPoint presentations,
and Word Documents related to the themes that learners dealt with in their
course. First, the teacher posted an introductory message giving details of
her expectations regarding the use of the forum and encouraging learners to
participate actively. Once learners in the group got to know each other and the
sense of community started to take shape, she then posted one task that gave the
learners the opportunity to produce some learning material as well as practising
and consolidating the language they had learnt.
Figure 1.

A resource uploaded to LORO

The teacher’s role during this time was, first of all, to encourage and facilitate the
exchange of ideas, as well as guiding in the creation of these materials. By doing
this, the teacher was attempting to promote a common ground where sharing is a
productive way in which learning can happen. She then edited the material sent
by the learners by correcting any possible mistakes in the final version as well as
giving feedback to the learners on the language they had used.
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Finally, with the learners’ permission, the teacher agreed to upload the
materials onto LORO, the repository of language teaching materials based at
the Department of Languages at The Open University. This repository can be
used by anyone, although it is mainly aimed at language teaching professionals.
Figure 1 above illustrates how one of these resources has been shared openly and
how it has been downloaded by other users.

4.

In practice

In this section we present a few examples of tasks that were posted in the
teaching forum, and how open educational resources were developed from
them.
4.1.

Task 1
“Mi familia” (My family)

Figure 2 below shows one of the tasks posted by the teacher. In this message,
the teacher is clearly initiating the creation of a collaborative learning resource
by sending her own audio file with a description of her family and a family
photograph. To make it a bit more challenging, some of the information in the
recording does not match the photo. The idea is that the learners can listen to the
recording and try to figure out what is the information that does not match the
photo. Then, they are encouraged to reply by discussing the teacher’s material in
order to consolidate their own learning.
This is also an ‘excuse’ to encourage the learners to replicate, create, share
and discuss their own audio files as learning resources amongst the rest of the
participants of the forum.
Figure 3 below shows one of the replies. In this case, the learner has chosen to
post a written paragraph (Word document) together with her own family photo.
She explains that she has added four pieces of information about her family that
do not match the photo.
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Figure 2.

Initial posting of the task by the teacher

Figure 3.

Reply from a learner to the original teacher post
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The teacher edited part of the original document to improve the presentation of
the resource and to give some constructive feedback to the individual learner,
which would also be of benefit to the whole group. She felt it was not necessary
to correct all the mistakes the learner had made at this stage because she did not
want the learner to be put off by an excessive number of corrections. Further
feedback was given via email.
Following this initial posting, other learners replied to the teacher and the
learner in Figure 3, pointing out the information that did not match the family
photo:
Reply by RS 23 Nov 2012, 12:11: Hola a todos.¡Muy bien! Helen.
En el photo lleves un vestido negro, Will y James lleven vaqueros azules y
tu madre lleve un abrigo negro. Yo mandaré un photo pronto. Un saludo
One could already see the interaction among the learners is starting to take shape.
The teacher posts other messages to give feedback to each individual learner
regarding the target language used in their replies as follows:
MI (23 Nov 2012, 21:28): Hola Ellen. Well done! La descripción de tu
familia es muy buena. Qué simpáticos!
Great effort. I have checked and edited a few words for you...hope you
don’t mind me doing it. If you prefer me to do it by email, let me know. Un
saludo
ED (26 Nov 2012, 11:53): Thank you Maria, that was very helpful and i
can see where i went wrong! Ellen
This shows how the learner is already starting to see the benefits of this
collaborative work and the fact that by sharing she can also learn. Then, RS posts
a recording with his description and several photos of his family (Figure 4).
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Figure 4.

Reply to the original teacher post and the other learner post

By doing this, he is attempting to follow the teacher’s material and to personalise
it in order to be shared with the rest of the group. The learner is already adapting
and reusing the material that the teacher and his classmate have previously
posted even though he may not be overtly aware of this. The teacher’s job at this
stage is limited to making sure she acknowledges the learners’ contributions and
keeping the momentum in order to facilitate the forwarding of the discussion.
She only participates to encourage contribution from the other learners in the
group as well as giving feedback and editing the postings whenever is necessary.
The text above shows how the interaction among two of the learners in the
group is beginning to show its benefits. Their roles are starting to become more
proactive as they engage in the adaptation and sharing of their materials. That
is to say, they take the initiative to comment on each others’ materials as well as
using these to benefit their own learning. We feel at this stage the learners could
probably post their ideas as a way of practising the target language but they do
not necessarily understand they are starting to develop new skills to share and
collaborate openly.
It is important that the teacher introduce them to this new role in a progressive
way in order to make them aware of the benefits of moving from being just
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passive recipients to becoming active participants in the learning process that
will culminate in the sharing and creation of OERs. This highlights that teacher
facilitation, guidance and support are essential and needed throughout the whole
process.
We can see that throughout this process, the learners take the initiative to
generate their own materials in order to be posted in the teaching forum, whilst
the teacher only participates to encourage contributions from the other learners
in the group as well as giving feedback and editing the postings whenever is
necessary.
With the learners’ permission, these resources could be polished and uploaded
to LORO for other teachers and learners to use or reuse. By guiding learners
to eventually have their materials published as OERs we are also giving them
an incentive to increase their motivation and consolidate their own learning by
being more focused on producing quality work that they know would be shared
with the community. This certainly seemed to be an incentive for the learners to
spend the extra time not only to produce materials, but materials they would be
happy for others to view and comment on or add to.
As an extra benefit to the learner, we also believe this process helps instil a
feeling of ownership in the learners. The learners have fed back that they felt a
feeling of ‘pride’ by sharing their work with others, and that collaboration gives
them a sense of being part of a wider community rather than an isolated learner.
Arguably the skills gained from experiences like this go beyond the language
and deepen their skill set in other ways from communicating ideas, presenting
their work online, to critically and analytically thinking and reflecting on the
comments they make and the comments made about their work.
4.2.

Task 2
“Adivina mi trabajo” (Guess my job)

Figure 5, Figure 6 and Figure 7 illustrate another example of a forum task that
leads to the creation of an OER to be shared outside the course.
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Figure 5.

Initial posting of the task by the teacher

Figure 6.

A learner’s reply to the teacher posting

Figure 7.

Learner’s posting with audio resource
and teacher’s feedback audio file
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The teacher finally asks for permission to publish the material onto LORO:
MI:( 4 Feb 2013, 10:24) Hola Roy. I was wondering if you could record
your message again bearing in mind my feedback.
If possible, and with your permission, I would like to incorporate and
publish your work together with my recording in LORO. I think it’s very
good. Please, let me know what you think. Un saludo. P.S Any guesses
about Roy’s “mystery” job? Would anyone like to give it a try?
The above sequence shows one particular example of a learning resource that
was successfully created by one of the learners and then uploaded onto LORO
so that other teachers and learners can access it. The material includes audio files
produced by both the teacher and the learner.
However, we consider it is equally crucial to introduce the learners to the OER
‘environment’ in the first instance so that they can have a better understanding of
the implications of what would happen to their recordings, photos and writings.
We think this could also have an impact on their motivation, since the learners
know the material is going to be eventually published and shared openly with
other teachers and learners.

5.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this case study has emphasised how OERs can not only offer
opportunities for learners to use their creativity in the target language, but also
to produce materials that suit their interests and that are based on their personal
experiences. It has also shown how the teacher’s facilitation, guidance and
support are needed throughout the whole process. Although the project is still
ongoing, from the authors’ preliminary observations one could suggest that
learners seem to have gained more confidence within the very short period
of time that they have been engaged in the process and have increased their
collaborations and shared initiatives in the teaching forum.
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At the time this case study was written, the majority of learners in this group
were still reluctant to take part in the forum and to share their ideas. This is
most likely due to it being a new concept, which the learners will need to be
introduced to progressively. We cannot expect the learners to grasp the concept
of collaborating openly straightaway and, we believe, the degree of learners’
involvement depends very much on the extent to which the teacher would model
this collaborative learning environment (using the group forum in this particular
case) in a positive way so that learners can see more clearly the benefits of
sharing.
Given the predominance and relative importance society gives toward online
social networks, this activity tries to encourage the formation of a sense of
community amongst learners, who are otherwise working in isolation, at the
same time that they are introduced to new roles and responsibilities they need to
adopt when producing OERs in a collaborative learning environment.
If time had allowed, it would have been very interesting to have collected more
in depth evidence from this fruitful experience and analysed those emails and
postings from the teacher and the learners in more detail. It would also have been
interesting to collect feedback about the process and results from the learners.
Nevertheless, what has been shown here are the possibilities of an open, learnercentred approach to motivate learners by offering a chance to develop learner
autonomy and the sense of belonging to a shared community.
It is clear that the results are limited. However there are obvious possibilities,
certainly for an online-based community. There is no doubt that this project
could be easily re-purposed and tried out by practitioners in different teaching
contexts and levels.
It would be very interesting to undertake the same project with Intermediate
and Upper Intermediate learners of Spanish in order to compare and analyse
the findings related to learners’ interactions and collaboration in producing
language resources. For this reason, in future, the authors’ would like to carry
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out a comparative study to examine whether the level of language proficiency of
learners influences the active participation in the teaching forum. They postulate
that a greater linguistic ability would lead to greater participation as these learners
would most likely feel more confident sharing and commenting on materials due
to their higher linguistic proficiency. One could compare this to how we grow
more comfortable with a language the more we understand and use it.
The authors’ would also like to investigate to what extent the level of technical
proficiency has an impact on the degree of sophistication of the design of the
materials created by the learners. Would the use of the technical media, for
example the advanced use of video diaries/journals offer more motivation for
involvement than simply using text input? Of course the support of the teacher
both from a linguistic and technical perspective would continue to be essential.
Acknowledgements. Many thanks to Miss Ellen Davies and Dr Roy Stevens, both
Beginners’ students of Spanish (L194) from October 2012. Their contributions
have been invaluable both in the sessions they attended, their posts, and their
collaboration for this case study.
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Abstract

T

his case study presents collaborative work undertaken as part of a
project funded by JISC: OpenLIVES (Learning Insights from the

Voices of Émigrés from Spain). The aim of this project was to develop
Open Educational Resources based on a digital corpus of oral history
interviews and archival material collected in the course of an earlier
project that researched migrant life histories in contemporary Spain. This
case study focuses on how the University of Southampton developed
different types of pedagogical intervention which turned undergraduate
students from passive consumers of received knowledge into active and
reflective producers of educational material that was both central to their
own learning and also relevant to a wider academic and non-academic
audience. In describing these pedagogical interventions this case study
presents a line of work developed at Southampton that not only forges
independent and reflective language learners and future professionals but
also widens participation and the transmission of knowledge beyond the
academic community. Student engagement with open practice was key
to these outcomes, and we believe that our experience at Southampton
can offer a model of engagement which will be of interest to teachers of
language and language area studies.
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1.

Context

This case study presents collaborative work born out of a project funded by
JISC which aimed at developing Open Educational Resources (OER) based
on a digital corpus of oral history interviews and archival material. This
material had been collected in the course of an earlier project that researched
migrant life histories in contemporary Spain called “Tales of Return: The
Memories and Experiences of Spanish Returnee Migrants from France and
Great Britain (1950s-1990s)”.
Led by the Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies (LLAS) at the
University of Southampton (UK), the OpenLIVES project (Learning Insights
from the Voices of Spanish Émigrés), brought together lecturers from Modern
Languages Departments at the Universities of Southampton, Leeds and
Portsmouth. These project partners used and adapted the corpus in different
ways before embedding it in their Spanish curricula. This case study focusses
specifically on the work done at the University of Southampton.
The different types of pedagogical interventions developed at the University
of Southampton sought to transform undergraduate students from passive
consumers of received ‘knowledge’ into active and reflective producers of
educational material. The aim was that this material would become central to
students’ own learning, and at the same time relevant to the wider academic
community and to a non-academic audience.
The development of Open Educational Resources involved undergraduate
students of Spanish at beginner and advanced level (first years and finalists),
and also final year students from a Spanish Area Studies module: ‘Exiles,
Migrants, Citizens: Narrating and Documenting Displacement in Contemporary
Spain’. This particular module engages students in critical analysis of a
variety of primary and secondary sources that document migration. These
sources include personal testimonies, interviews, documentaries, migrant
periodical publications and representations of migrants and exiles in various
media.
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2.

Intended outcomes

Broadly speaking, the primary objective of the OpenLIVES project was to
publish a set of existing research data and to create a set of open educational
resources that tutors and students from the three participant institutions could
use and reuse. Ultimately, we wanted to show that a corpus of research data
collected for a specific project could be put into pedagogical use and be further
developed and expanded by participants other than the original researchers for
the benefit of a wider academic community. As part of this process, we sought
to engage students across the three participant institutions in the creation of
the learning materials, and to do so in a way that recreated a real professional
environment marked by a spirit of true collaboration.
The project also sought to demonstrate that a single set of research data collected
for a specific purpose and discipline can be used in a wide range of different ways
within humanities and social science disciplines. We also wanted to contribute
meaningfully to the current strategic objectives for Higher Education, such as
employability, the enhancement of student learning and digital literacy.
In order to fulfil these objectives, Southampton fostered a “learn by doing”
pedagogical approach that promotes the transferability of skills to the
professional arena. In the course of the project, for instance, participant students
displayed evidence of the successful development of skills in collaborative work
related to a variety of relevant professional settings, for example, transcribing
and translating material from audio and video interviews prior to dissemination
and publication.
These learning processes are exemplified by a particular task that connected the
work of Modern Language students from two of the participant universities.
This task consisted of the planning of a follow-up interview with one of the
original interviewees (a former evacuee child of the Spanish civil war) which
was then filmed by staff and students at the University of Portsmouth. Students at
Southampton then worked collaboratively to create subtitles for this video, thus
transforming it into a learning resource and widening its appeal as a bilingual
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OER. The final result is available in the open access repository Humbox under
a Creative Commons license, which enables students and teachers from all over
the world to continue to work with this material and develop it in new, creative
ways (Figure 1).
Figure 1.

Open access repository Humbox showing some OERs from the
OpenLIVES collection, which enables students and teachers from
all over the world to reuse and recreate learning material in new
creative ways

With regards to language learning specifically, the work done at Southampton
aimed at developing tools for language acquisition by embedding the production
and use of OERs into the language curriculum. An example of how this was
done involved students with a very basic knowledge of the language (beginner
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level) working with authentic digitised material to analyse and reflect on the use
of different past tenses in Spanish. The evidence of the students’ involvement
in this respect showed not only full understanding of the use of these verbal
forms at the end of the task, but also made evident their ability to produce OERs
for their peers in the form of Power Point presentations that became language
learning and teaching materials (OERs).
The authors believe that through these pedagogical interventions developed
at Southampton, we have encouraged our students to become independent
and reflective language learners, as well as to develop some of the skills
they will require in the future as professionals. At the same time, and given
the nature of the materials we are working with – the life histories of people
who witnessed key moments and processes in the histories of Spain, Britain
and Europe (e.g. migrations, exile, wars, political transformations, dictatorship,
democratisation, economic crisis) – our student community has contributed to
widening participation and has fostered the transmission of knowledge beyond
the academic community. In other words, our students have contributed to
giving a voice to key protagonists of history from different generations, which
can be heard beyond the University campus. Our student engagement with
open practice is central to these outcomes, and our experience at Southampton
has offered a model of engagement which will be of interest to other Modern
Languages tutors and researchers from different disciplines.

3.

Nuts and bolts

The key driving principle behind the pedagogical approach of the OpenLIVES
project was to blur what we saw as an unjustified boundary between the
teaching of Language and Content units in the Modern Languages curriculum at
Southampton. According to this division, Language units refer to the teaching
of Spanish language alone, whereas Content units refer to the teaching of social,
cultural and political aspects of the Spanish-speaking world. With this in mind,
we did not necessarily wish to change existing practices at our institution but
to establish bridges and to integrate Language and Content teaching to make it
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more meaningful for the students and to promote the transferability of practical
and critical skills between the two.
We therefore worked from the language teaching and socio-historical
perspective in order to foster in the students a critical approach to language use
in society. At the same time, we wanted the students to critically explore the
social and historical contexts of the different periods mentioned in the analysed
testimonies. With this we promoted the critical analysis of language in use so
that the students could explain the position that the speaker, as active agent in
the historical processes, adopted within the social context that marked his/her
life experiences. By exploring these contexts in the target language, we not only
fostered an in-depth language analysis, but at the same time a critical approach
to the understanding of the shifting historical experiences of Spanish society.
Our corpus of 24 interviews amongst Spanish economic migrants and former
evacuees from the Spanish Civil War, as well as additional memorabilia, was
digitalised and made available for open access in the digital Repository Humbox
by the LLAS OpenLives team. Our students transformed some of these primary
data into OERs using video-editing tools, subtitling tools, sound-editing tools
(Windows Movie Maker and Audacity) and other teaching and learning materials
produced in existing units. The resulting OERs would then work as learningteaching resources that would be available for re-purposing as pedagogical
material.
At Southampton, we used existing courses and curricular structures to foster
the involvement of our students with the newly digitalised material. While
critical assessment in the form of an essay had to be produced individually, other
projects such as subtitling or grammatical analysis were developed in groups.
The digitalisation of the primary data was carried out by the Southampton-based
LLAS team with funding provided by JISC to launch the OpenLIVES project.
As well as the digitalisation and dissemination of a vast oral history corpus of
testimonial material, the project also digitalised a great part of the contemporary
documentation collected in the course of the interviews carried out in the original
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research project, such as written memoirs, photographs, press cuttings, drawings
and artefacts (Figure 2).
Figure 2.

Benita Mendiola (first one from the right) with two other Spanish
evacuees in the Soviet Union. Circa 1956

4.

In practice: The work of OpenLIVES

The work of OpenLIVES fostered collaborative work amongst lecturers and
Spanish language teachers from the other participant institutions, Leeds and
Portsmouth. Within Southampton, students’ production of OERs was assessed as
part of the formative assessment of both Language module and Content modules
as discussed above.
The developments required for the involvement of our students as producers
of OERs demanded the creation of specific tasks and mini projects that
made us reflect and act on certain issues and deploy specific skills which we
outline below:
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•

Engagement of our students not only in working with ‘authentic’ material
but also in putting into practice ‘authentic’ professional skills such as
transcribing, synopsis writing, applying linguistic analysis, editing,
translating and subtitling. These tasks were successfully completed as
practical skills were developed enhancing student motivation as they
worked with real scenarios producing purposeful re-usable material
(OERs);

•

Engagement of the teachers and directors of the project in a wider
discussion on the ethics of working with oral/life history testimonies and
clearance and copyrights issues: this important question emerged when
we felt that we needed to seek continued consent from informants that had
previously given their testimonies in the context of a different research
project, especially as OpenLIVES was going to make their interview
material accessible online. Our students, as co-producers of their learning
materials became aware of this vital dimension, signing their own consent
forms prior to publishing their own OERs on line;

•

The newly created OERs produced by students also included synopses of
each digitalised interview produced by final-year students of Spanish at
Southampton. The students acquired a new skill in the area of translation
and were employed later after graduation as members of the LLAS team
to work in a similar role;

•

At Southampton we engaged the students from two different pedagogical
perspectives: from the language learning perspective via their Language
course modules, and from the Content unit perspective, via modules
that dealt with socio-cultural and socio-political aspects of the Spanishspeaking world, which require skills such as critical thinking and analysis
which are assessed in the form of essays written in English.

From the language learning perspective, the students were engaged through
working with grammar at beginners’ level. Their assigned task consisted of
documenting the historical context and language use of an extract of an original
169

Chapter 13

interview of a Spanish refugee from the Spanish civil war, who was evacuated
to the former Soviet Union. The students produced OERs in Power Point format
using digital tools to edit voice and illustrate the language use examples they
were presenting. This work is now in Humbox as an OER to inform other students
about language use in a particular historical context in contemporary Spain. Our
current student cohort of beginners’ Spanish is using the material produced by
the previous cohort to inform their production of new OERs to explore Spanish
language use at basic level and to inform their contextualisation of the primary
data. These activities promote the exploration of Spanish contemporary history
by solving a language task (Figure 3).
Figure 3.

Slide from PowerPoint presentation produced by students to learn
the simple and imperfect past tenses in Spanish using an audio
extract from the life history testimony from Benita Mendiola,
Spanish ‘child’ emigre to the Soviet Union who currently lives in
Madrid, Spain

From the perspectives of both language acquisition and political history
analysis, the students engaged in a subtitling project. The task demanded that
they perform different roles within their group, which they distributed amongst
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themselves mimicking how most Translation Companies are organised in the
professional world. Part of the task involved learning the operational logic of
a translation company. Thus, our students distributed amongst themselves their
roles as: Transcribers, Translators, Proof-Readers and Editors.
The translation process required a critical analysis of the political, historical
and social context in Spain during the years of the civil war and its aftermath.
Their translation strategies depended on their linguistic proficiency as well as
their critical historical knowledge of the period. In the course of their work, for
instance, they encountered politically-charged words and terms that needed to
be faithfully transmitted.
The technical process of the subtitling project required that the pragmatic meaning
of the original message in Spanish was expressed in less than 75 characters in
two lines per visual frame; however, meaningful semantic units could not be
separated and this presented a challenge that was successfully overcome. A new
sophisticated skill was thus successfully acquired by our students. The final
product is of high professional standards and has been made available as an
OER in Humbox (Figure 4).
In terms of new roles, we can say that overall, our participant students have
developed new roles as producers of published OERs. By this we mean
that they have become not only producers of their own learning materials,
but also co-researchers and even contributors to current commemorative
practices and events, where they themselves become witnesses of historical
processes. For example, a group of students participated as volunteer helpers
in the 75th Anniversary Commemoration of the arrival of nearly 4,000 Basque
evacuee children to Southampton in 1937 which was held at the University of
Southampton on 11-12 May 2012. By attending and working at this event, our
students became social agents in their own right, and witnesses of a historical
process that links the past with the present. Aware of this special role conferred
to them by their active participation, they agreed to record their experience and
interaction with the former evacuees in interviews carried out by Pedro GarcíaGuirao, a PhD student at Southampton. These interviews, which document the
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impact of their engagement in this event in their own personas, as students, as
members of the community and as researchers, are now a new OER that can be
accessed at Humbox.
Figure 4.

Subtitled interview of Germinal, former evacuee child of the Spanish
Civil War as a resource produced and transformed by students and
currently accessible in Humbox

5.

Conclusion

OpenLives has generated alternative narratives of pedagogical engagement that
challenge some academic assumptions in unexpected and perhaps necessary
ways. First, the collaborative scope of the project surpassed all our expectations
in terms of outputs and personal learning. Colleagues from the three partner
universities used the corpus of testimonies in ways that we could not have
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envisaged when the material was first collected as raw ‘data’. Building on the
methodology of the initial project (Tales of Return) and on drawing an oral
history research tradition well established in its Modern Languages Department,
the team in Southampton developed learning tools that provide a model of
research-led teaching and learning that puts migrant life histories at the core
of both language and content courses. This transcends what some of us have
regarded for some time as an unfounded subject division. Blurring the traditional
boundaries of language and content curricula in this way challenges two longheld assumptions: 1) that language teaching has no significant content and 2)
that content teaching should not prioritise language use.
Second, the engagement of students in the process of digitalisation and
transformation of the data has been extraordinary in terms of level of commitment
and quality of outputs. The idea of ‘the student as producer’ captivated the
imagination of the team from the start. In an educational setting dominated
by the mantra of ‘employability’ there is no better way to learn than by doing
and engaging in authentic and relevant activities. Working together tutors and
students have revitalised and disseminated the original material in creative and
hopefully enduring ways.
A third benefit that can be extracted from the testimonial nature of the OpenLives
project has to do with the very nature of oral history, empowering and revealing
as it is of alternative historical interpretations. Being exposed to them has
encouraged all participants to consider their own personal positioning (cultural,
national, generational, political) within a wider global context where narratives
of migration are part of a historical continuum.
Finally, the project has opened up our ‘pedagogical minds’ to the idea that
open access can contribute significantly to the democratisation of learning and
in doing so undermine what many academics in the UK see as the increasing
commodification of education. Through dissemination under Creative Commons
Licencing the testimonial corpus at the heart of OpenLives has become organic,
subject to continuous development and enrichment by different constituencies
of users which may include the protagonists of these migration stories and
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their descendants. The interdisciplinary dimension and the intergenerational
dissemination scope of the OERs are key strengths that can be developed further.
At present, lecturers, teachers and students in higher, secondary and further
education, as well as the public at large, can use and learn from the material
created. They can do so from the perspective of a multiplicity of disciplines
(history, narratology, linguistics, sociology, film, politics…) and they can
continue to develop it in unforeseeable ways, adapting it to ever changing social,
migrational and educational contexts.
By digitalising and making accessible this material to the public we are finally
being honest to the people who generously shared their life histories for the
purpose of knowledge generation and transmission. Making the collaborative
work ethic that underpins it sustainable in the long term is the next challenge.
Ackowledgments. We are grateful to the University of Southampton for the
Adventures in Research grant that enabled Alicia Pozo-Gutiérrez, Scott Soo
and Darren Paffey to gather the original data. We are thankful to JISC who
provided funding that enabled the OpenLIVES project to transform the original
data into Open Educational Resources. We are indebted to Kate Borthwick
and Alison Dickens from LLAS for the management and coordination of this
project. Finally, we thank Miguel Arrebola and his students from the University
of Portsmouth for their inspirational collaboration and our Modern Languages
students from the University of Southampton.
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Discovering Spanish Voices
Abroad in a Digital World
Antonio Martínez-Arboleda1
Abstract

T

his case study describes and assesses the Open Practice module
Discovering Spanish Voices Abroad in a Digital World, one of the

pedagogical applications of the JISC project OpenLIVES, which digitised
Oral History interviews of Spanish migrants in the HumBox repository.
This case study pays specific attention to learner production of Open
Educational Resources. Through the process of production, learners
developed their critical and practical understanding of Oral History and
Migration by working with OpenLIVES interviews and other OER.
Learners also carried out interviews with new research informants,
produced their own audio documentaries on Spanish migration based on
old and new interviews and finally published their outputs as OER. This
case study demonstrates how the learners fulfill a virtuous circle of skills
acquisition, meaningful learning and knowledge transfer, as they reuse
OER and share their own research data, insights and knowledge with the
open global community in OER repositories. Student generated materials
were then added to the original collection of resources. The teacher offers
a scaffolding of learning activities, team-work, support and feedback that
enables the learners to make the most of this real life and ethical experience,
whilst benefiting the wider community and giving the narratives of the
migrants the credit they deserve.

Keywords: migration, oral history, documentaries, OER, interviews, research.
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1.

Context

Discovering Spanish Voices Abroad in a Digital World is a Spanish language in
context module for Advanced learners. It started to be taught in October 2012 as
a 4th Year option for all the University Degrees in Spanish at the University of
Leeds. It is worth 20 credits (1/6 of a full-time year).
Figure 1.

OpenLIVES open learning resource in the HumBox
containing an interview1

This module was conceived as part of OpenLIVES project (Learning Insights
from the Voices of Émigrés from Spain). One of the main outputs delivered
by OpenLIVES is a collection of 19 digitised life story interviews featuring
Spanish émigrés who left Spain between the end of the 1930’s and the 1960’s
(Figure 1). Thanks to this project, the interviews, along with other ephemera,
are available as OER in the HumBox repository. Such primary research data on
migration can be used in the teaching of history, politics, economics, sociology,
etc, and not only Languages and Area Studies. The other main set of outputs
1. Retrieved from http://humbox.ac.uk/3787/.
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delivered by OpenLIVES is a series of suites of educational resources based
on the re-use of the digitised life story interviews.
Figure 2.

Collection of open learning resources
produced by teachers and students
in the Leeds module1

The module presented in this case study is the main OpenLIVES pedagogical
application developed at the University of Leeds. There is a designated Collection
of Resources (Figure 2) produced for this module both by the tutor and the
students in the HumBox. This collection will grow with successive additions,
as the module is intended to run on a permanent basis and will incorporate the
research outputs of students of successive cohorts. A Year 1 Leeds OpenLIVES
Collection in HumBox has been created for learners on other Spanish modules
(Martínez-Arboleda, 2013d).
The OpenLIVES final year module fits in very well in the new University of Leeds
Curriculum, which has been developed as part of the Curriculum Enhancement
1. University of Leeds (2013). Retrieved from http://humbox.ac.uk/4050/.
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Project, in different ways: it promotes synoptic learning because it integrates
skills and knowledge previously acquired across different subject areas; it
incorporates a strong element of generic and subject-specific transferable skills,
in an active and authentic way; and it promotes “research-based” teaching,
which, according to the categorisation established by Healey and Jenkins (2009)
in “Developing undergraduate research and enquiry”, enables students to be the
protagonists of their own research. In this respect, the contribution made by this
course to Critical Pedagogy and the connections to the University of Lincoln
Student as Producer Pedagogy have been explored by the author in the article
“Liberation in OpenLIVES Critical Pedagogy: “empowerability” and critical
action” (Martínez-Arboleda, 2013a).

2.

Intended outcomes

The teaching in the OpenLIVES module is underpinned by a detailed agenda in
the fields of Open Practice, Socio-constructive Learning, Task-based Learning
and Ethical Learning. Its main goal is to support students in their production of
the following two outputs:
•

A series of brand-new life story interviews with Spanish economic
migrants who live in Leeds. These interviews are conducted in Spanish by
the students (one interviewee per each three students). They are meant to
be digitised and shared as OER by the students themselves in the HumBox
and in Jorum, the national UK OER repository, at the end of the course,
although they are carried out half way through the course. These outputs
are not formally assessed.

•

A 2,500 words (around 20 minutes) audio documentary in Spanish,
one per student, to be submitted in its final version at the end of the
course. The documentary incorporates soundtracks from the original
OpenLIVES collection of interviews as well as from any new
interviews conducted by the students themselves. The draft script of
the documentary counts 40% towards the overall mark of the module
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and the second and final version, submitted in an audio file following
feedback on the draft script, counts 30%.
Ultimately, this module is aimed at enabling students to become responsible
digital scholars. At the end of the course, students should feel prepared to make
tangible and socially purposeful contributions to the Global Community. In order
to fulfil this greater goal and support student production, the module intends to
provide students with skills in the following areas:
•

oral history interviewing and coding (research methods);

•

documentary scripting and production, including using the software
Audacity;

•

OER literacy, including publishing and licensing;

•

team work and project management;

•

Spanish language for specific purposes.

The module also promotes critical and ethical understanding of all the social,
epistemological and educational issues connected to the research and production
work carried out by students. This means that the teaching programme also
touches upon the following areas:
•

OER and open practice from a social, educational and political point of
view;

•

economic migration in Spain in the 21st century, mainly in comparison
with 1960’s economic migration;

•

the economic, political and social situation in contemporary Spain;

•

ethical protocols for research;
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•

oral history, from a social, scientific and ethical point of view;

•

modes of expression and the documentary genre.

Half way through the course, before the interviews, students write a 750-word
research report explaining and justifying, academically, their next steps in
the research project, namely the interviews and the documentaries. After the
interviews have been carried out, students report again, this time 10 minutes
orally, on their research progress. These two pieces of work are assessed and
count 15% of the overall mark for the module each.
Figure 3.

OpenLIVES cycle in the Leeds module1

The diagram in Figure 3 above shows the flows and feeds of the research
production and knowledge transfer cycle that takes place in the module. Its
1. Retrieved from http://revistacaracteres.net/revista/vol2n1mayo2013/liberation-in-openlives-critical-pedagogy-empowerabilityand-critical-action/.
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final outcomes (the interviews, the teaching materials and the documentaries)
incorporate the research and reflections of the students and the teacher, including
the feedback. The ultimate goal is to incorporate the new interviews and the
documentaries produced by students into the HumBox OpenLIVES collections
and Jorum. Feedback is always provided before students move on to the next
steps.

3.

Nuts and bolts

The module requires a great degree of readiness to broaden one’s professional
scope and involve other colleagues in its preparation and delivery. At first sight
this is simply a Language in Context module with a strong component of Open
Practice. However, as soon as the work unfolds, the teacher will feel the need
and desire to learn about subjects that traditionally are not related to language
teaching such as Oral History, Research Methods and Research Ethics.
Life history research in educational settings: learning from Lives (Goodson,
2001) is one of the core readings. It introduces students to the practical
aspects of Oral History Methodology in an intellectually inspiring way.
Penny Summerfield (2011) also provides, with her insightful lecture, a firm
grounding for students’ critical understanding of the purpose and methods
of Oral History: This distinct discipline is an alternative way to “traditional”
academic history for constructing the past through life stories. In Oral History
interviews, the interviewee is on the driving seat of his/her own narrative.
The research agenda of the interviewer should not shape the outcome of the
interview and is somehow tacitly negotiated during the interview. Crucially,
Oral History is ethically underpinned by the utmost respect to the individuals’
lives and their narrative choices. Therefore it is important that students in
this module understand the differences between qualitative research methods
interviews and life story (Oral History) interviews as well as the points in
common. In the Collection of Resources produced for this module, readers can
find the materials that have been used for the teaching of Qualitative Research
Methods and Oral History.
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Equally, the boundaries between journalist interviews and life story (Oral
History) interviews must be set very clearly when producing the documentaries,
in which extracts from life story interviews are to be used. That is why during
the second part of the module, once the interviews have been carried out
and processed, students learn about aural genres, journalistic reporting and
academically produced history for wider audiences.
When it comes to supporting students ahead of their writing-up of the script
for the documentary, there is a great emphasis on their freedom to choose their
target audience and the ways in which they would engage with it. Students
are encouraged to reflect upon different formats and are allowed to challenge
established documentary genres if they wish so, always in a purposeful way.
At the same time, since the documentary incorporates extracts from life story
interviews, students have to respect the spirit of the narration of the interviewees
when building their own narrative in the script. All the interviewees’ statements
used for the documentary have to maintain the original meaning and sense
when incorporated into it. There is a useful list of resources and readings on
documentaries, genres and history dissemination in the HumBox (MartínezArboleda, 2013b).
Finally, the OER publication and licensing is taught in a very traditional way:
the different licenses and their purpose are explained; students’ practical
understanding of their meaning and functions is tested; the concept of OER
“quality” in relation to different uses and users is discussed, following the work
of Kelty, Burrus and Baraniuk (2008); and a critical overview of the available
repositories for dissemination of their interviews and documentaries is also
offered.

4.

In practice

Before the teaching started, the module leader had to seek ethical approval for
the Oral History research that would be carried out by the students. This involved
filling in a form in which the purpose of the project and the methodology are
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explained to the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty. In the form, the
module leader must also provide details of how research participants are going
to be recruited, what written information is going to be given to the potential
participants who respond to the advert, what consent forms the participants will
be signing and how all the data obtained is going to be stored or disseminated.
This type of ethical review procedure is very common in research projects, less
so as part of teaching.
This application for ethical approval process is an essential part of the work
of any researcher when working with human subjects in a real life experience.
For anyone intending for the first time in their careers to offer their students
the opportunity of carrying out this type of research, filling the form is a very
formative and almost essential experience. In fact, the application form for
ethical approval itself and the relevant correspondence with the Research
Ethics Committee, which includes the letter granting approval, have been
used as learning materials for the students. Nothing can beat authenticity and
transparency, particularly if the idea is that students carry out their research
with a good deal of autonomy. By sharing and discussing all this information
with students, they acquire ownership of the research project. From that point
in the course, any other documentation for the project has to be produced by
the team. In the case of this module, students discussed and drafted the consent
forms in two languages and created and distributed the advert for potential
participants. The text of the email to be sent to individuals showing an interest
to participate in the research was also drafted by the students. In all cases, the
tutor reviewed and edited as appropriate. The consent forms and other related
documents have been published as an OER in the Collection of Resources of
the module in HumBox.
In order to scaffold all the learning in the module, the sessions had to be varied
in their format and delivery throughout the course: from lectures to project
management meetings, language learning workshops and seminars. Each one
of the sessions is almost unique in its approach and methodology because
the content and the skills are diverse and the main student-produced output is
relatively complex.
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During January 2013 two life story (Oral History) interviews were conducted,
recorded and transcribed by the students. The interviewees, two young people
from Spain who now live in Leeds were interviewed separately. The contents of
the interviews are hugely interesting and revealing, both as personal stories and
as true snapshots of the life, problems and expectations of economic migrants,
often misconstrued by the media. They can be used for the study of a wide range
of topics and certainly for advanced language work. Both participants agreed to
publish, as OER, the full audio file and the transcripts under their real names.
Student produced interviews and documentaries can be found in the Collection
of Resources.
The publication of these interviews by the students, as well as the ensuing
documentaries, only takes place between the end of the course, in May, and
the graduation of the student, in July. The reason is that it is felt at this stage
that the students who conducted and transcribed the interviews and produced
the documentaries should only give their consent and share the resources once
the course is finished and the results have been published and before they
officially cease to be students. There are powerful ethical and educational
reasons behind this decision. There should not be pressure on students for them
to publish something that they later may regret having shared, particularly if
they may have done it to please their OER-enthusiast tutor.

5.

Conclusion

One of the interesting features of this module is that it can be downsized
or reshaped by combining the different components at ease. Also, this
course has been delivered almost exclusively with OER and other free
access online resources. The Research Methods materials of Learning from
WoerK (University of Plymouth) hosted in Jorum proved very useful. There
are also key materials from the Universities of Manchester, Leicester and
Huddersfield and from different academics and organisations in Spain, UK
and Argentina that can be found online, as it can be seen in the Collection
of Resources.
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Student Open Practice in this course has played a crucial role. Many key decisions
in the course are taken by the students in conjunction with the tutor. Students
shared their interim research reports and worked in teams in a wide range of
tasks. In this context of collaboration, a student from Communication Studies at
the University of Leeds decided to help the students in the OpenLIVES module.
He shared with them, internally, his assessed coursework: a radio documentary
on recent Spanish economic migration in the UK.
The most distinctive feature of OpenLIVES in relation to other OER and OP
is that it has penetrated in several areas that are outside the traditional scope
of OER and OP studies, hence introducing OER and OP to “non-OER” tutors
and academics. OpenLIVES has contributed to current debates about the role of
students in Higher Education and research-based teaching and on the integration
of language and cultural content. OpenLIVES has also initiated other debates on
issues such as the purpose of student coursework, student production of OER,
redefinition and integration of “employable” skills (“empowerability”) or the
role of Oral History in Higher Education.
There has been a great interest in this module as well as on the other OpenLIVES
pedagogical applications at Southampton and Portsmouth. The number of
scholarly presentations and articles on the OpenLIVES Pedagogy continues
to grow (Martínez-Arboleda, 2013c). Successive cohorts of students at Leeds,
and hopefully beyond, will be incorporating more and more resources to this
collection. The author has received enquiries from teachers and researchers
who want to explore further this open methodology as well as very promising
feedback from existing and potential informants and students.
Acknowledgements. The author would like to thank the University of
Southampton team, made up of Pedro García Guirao, Irina Nelson, Kate Borthwick
and Ali Dickens, and Miguel Arrebola, from the University of Portsmouth, for
their enthusiastic and illuminating contributions to this module. The generous
contribution of Dr Alicia Pozo-Gutiérrez is worth noting. Alicia’s reading
lists and handouts for her Final Year course on Migration at the University of
Southampton were of great help when designing the University of Leeds module.
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The involvement of Dr Javier López Alos, visiting fellow at the University of
Leeds, in the delivery of one session on Spanish Migration in the 1960’s and his
selection of key audiovisual materials enriched greatly the course too.
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Collaborative Italian:
An Open Online Language Course
Cecilia Goria1
Abstract

T

he focus of this case study is on the design and content of a module
in Italian language, Collaborative Italian (Collit), which provides

the empirical ground to implement open and student-led learning. Collit
is an online learning initiative which targets adult students with at least
an Intermediate (B1) level of Italian. It is free, optional and non-credit
bearing. Most significantly, Collit is open in content and practice. By
exploiting the openness and the flexibility of the online environment, Collit
provides the learners with an overall communicative language learning
experience based on collaboration and social interaction. Collit’s central
activities pivot around a wiki task for which the learners take responsibility
for their learning outcomes by developing their own learning content in
accordance with their needs and interests. That is, the learners actively
contribute to Collit’s curriculum by using open online resources to create
new learning materials to be shared within the learning community. The
result is increased engagement, participation and involvement with the
learning process for the benefit of language achievement. The aim of this
contribution is to present Collit by focussing on its design, its content and
practice and to reflect on the affordances and limitations that have emerged
from it.

Keywords: openness, collaboration, learner-generated content, online learning,
MOOC, language learning.
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1.

Context

The purpose of this contribution is to present a case study in which pedagogical
practices based on the use of Web 2.0 applications, such as wikis, are applied
in the context of language learning. The attention is on the design and content
of an open online module in Italian language, called Collaborative Italian
(Collit), which provides the empirical context for adopting a student-led learning
approach while experimenting with openness.
The notion of openness has received increasing attention in education with the
development of Open Courses, Open Educational Resources and Open Access.
The recent rise and spread of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) and the
pedagogical model that they promote (Cormier & Siemens, 2010) are amongst
the latest expressions of such a trend.
MOOCs recruit globally, are taught online and require no institutional
affiliation. They are available to any individuals wishing to register regardless
of their professional or academic experience. MOOCs promote participatory
and connectivist pedagogies which exploit the openness and the multimediality
of the online environment for building connections and for constructing and
sharing knowledge.
Although Collit is not a fully-fledged MOOC, mainly because of its small size – a
few regular participants against the hundreds in MOOCs (the term T(iny)OOCs
(Goria, 2012) may be more appropriate), it incorporates several features of MOOC
pedagogy. In particular, like a MOOC, Collit is open in content and practice.
Collit is an online language module run by the Language Centre (LC), School of
Cultures, Languages and Area Studies at the University of Nottingham (UoN).
The LC offers three levels of face-to-face inter faculty modules in Italian:
Beginners (A1); Elementary (A2) and Intermediate (B1). Additionally, with Collit,
the LC currently teaches learners with levels of Italian above Intermediate (B1).
Collit’s rationale lies in the need to expand the LC Italian provision and cater for
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more advanced learners. Every academic year there is a small group of learners,
especially exchange students, who come to UoN and wish to take Italian as part
of their study programme. Their linguistic proficiency varies greatly depending
on whether they have studied Italian at university or in secondary school, or
whether they have learnt the language in informal contexts, for instance by
living in Italy or by coming from families in which one of the parents is Italian.
Different learning backgrounds lead to the development of different skills.
Generally, those who learn Italian in informal contexts are more proficient in
speaking and listening than those who take formal lessons and who perform
better in writing and grammatical accuracy.
As the LC offered only the three stages listed above, these advanced learners
were unable to pursue their interest in the Italian language, because their number
was insufficient to financially justify fully-fledged face-to-face modules. Thus,
the LC regularly faced the dilemma of whether to turn these learners away or
attempt to accommodate them within the existing provision. Collit was conceived
to address these problems: to cater for these advanced learners, to cope with
mixed abilities and to affect minimally the institutional resources.
Collit complies with the following institutional criteria:
•

it is a 12 week module to fit the university schedule;

•

it is an inter faculty module offered to learners from a diverse range of
study programmes at all levels of their studies;

•

it is offered as an elective module.

In addition, Collit is non-credit bearing, allowing autonomy from institutional
requirements such as high-stakes assessment, a pre-defined curriculum to fit
in with other modules, minimum number of teaching hours, and so forth1.
1. It should be noted that after two semesters (Autumn and Spring Semesters 2011-2012) as non-credit bearing, Collit became a creditbearing module in the academic year 2012-2013. This changed its nature significantly. A discussion of the impact of such a change is
beyond the scope of this contribution.
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It is taught entirely online to avoid difficulties with classroom and timetable
availability, and is offered openly to off campus participants not registered at
UoN. Collit does not include formal assessment. Instead, all Collit activities
incorporate strategies of learning oriented and less hierarchical forms of
assessment (Carless, 2007).
Finally, the relatively high language level required by Collit imposes restrictions
on the number of eligible participants, who are recruited on the basis of an
interview with the teacher who evaluates the level of comprehension and fluency
in the target language. So far, Collit’s regular participants have been one exstudent, three registered students of UoN, one retired and one in-service member
of staff.

2.

Intended outcomes: Collit’s learning
outcomes and pedagogical objectives

The context described above led to the design of a flexible module which runs
online, recruits openly, is optional and non-credit bearing. It is also open-curricular
and develops entirely from the learners’ participation and contributions. Collit
has several student-controlled learning outcomes (LOs):
1. further development of language skills (listening, reading, speaking and
writing);
2. improved ability to deal adequately with real-life situations in the target
language;
3. improved awareness of several aspects of the Italian culture and society;
4. consolidated and extended knowledge of the grammar of Italian.
The overarching objective of Collit is to ensure learners’ achievement of the LOs
listed above through an informal communicative experience. This is done by
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adopting an approach to course design which promotes collaboration, knowledge
sharing, social interaction, learning which is personally relevant, self and peer
assessment, and learner-teacher mutual respect and openness (Toohey, 1999).
Thus, advocating the role of the teacher as the source of guidance for learners’
own initiative, Collit’s intended pedagogical objectives (IPOs) are:
1. to enhance communication through social interaction and collaboration;
2. to encourage self and peer assessment;
3. to improve ownership of learning;
4. to increase knowledge which is personally relevant.
These are achieved by exploiting the openness and flexibility of the online
environment mainly through wiki activities and synchronous voiced
communication.
The wiki provides the learners with the environment to improve their language
skills and awareness (LOs above) through individual practice as well as sharing
and collaboration (IPO 1).
For the wiki task the learners are required to search for, evaluate, select and
share online resources to develop themes in accordance with their own needs
and interests. Beyond providing the participants with a broadly defined initial
structure of suggested themes, the wiki is open-ended and develops entirely from
student-led learning activities. In this sense Collit implements the communityas-curriculum model (Cormier & Siemens, 2010, p. 35) of open courses such
as MOOCs, by which the position of the curriculum is inverted from being a
prerequisite to being the output of the module. As in a MOOC, in Collit, under
the educator’s guidance, “learners are expected to actively contribute to the
formation of the curriculum through conversations, discussions and interactions”
(ibid, p. 36) through sharing resources and creating new ones. In such a context
the learners determine their own learning trajectories (IPOs 3 and 4 above) on
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the basis of their existing skills and those to be improved. This addresses the
issue of mixed abilities mentioned earlier.
The open-ended nature of Collit is maximised by engaging the participants
not only in discerning content and resources, but also in taking up the role of
teachers and creating new materials and activities for their peers’ learning. The
process of creating rather than responding to questions leads to deep learning
(Draper, 2009) and increases the participants’ ownership of the learning process
(IPOs 3 and 4).
As the wiki allows all users to have equal and open authoring access, it ensures
that all learning content is available for follow-up activities of self and peer
assessment (IPO 2).
Sharing and collaboration in Collit is also supported by synchronous voiced
Skype tutorials held in a group. The aim of these meetings is to provide speaking
practice (LOs above), increase social presence, provide timely teacher support
and stimulate learners’ initiative1.

3.

Nuts and bolts

Collit develops around a website, Skype tutorials and a wiki. Collit’s website is
used by the teacher to deliver information and instructions about the module. A
free website creator (www.weebly.com) is used, one which allows the creation
of websites which are simple to design, build and maintain.
The Skype tutorials run once a week using Skype Premium because it supports
group video chats. Skype voice only is also used when connection problems
arise. Other video conferencing platforms have been tested, but Skype has turned
out to be the most effective and easy to use.

1. The participants also keep a reflective journal of their experience providing opportunities for self-evaluation. The learners choose
the format of their journal. As the journal has not played a key role in Collit so far, it will not be discussed in this contribution.
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Pbworks (www.pbworks.com) is Collit’s wiki platform. The learners have full
editor access in order to be able to populate it with their chosen learning resources
and those newly created. Pbworks was selected because of its accessible design
and editing tools.

4.

In practice

This section presents some activities of Collit as the practical implementation
of the community-as-curriculum model and as practical examples of learnergenerated teaching content, i.e. exercises for language practice.
4.1.

Community-as-curriculum

As mentioned earlier, the learners populate the wiki with content of their choice
after negotiation with the teacher. The topics are explored and discussed during
the Skype sessions and subsequently the learners look for relevant resources and
create new related activities.
In one instance, during a Skype tutorial, the conversation verged towards the
topic of social networks and one learner was particularly interested in the
development of Facebook and the biography of Mark Zuckerberg. It was agreed
that he would explore this topic as part of an individual work task – to be carried
out during the first three weeks of the module1. First, the learner produced and
published an essay on the chosen topic. The teacher gave feedback on his work
which was again openly discussed in a Skype session. Second, as the learner
mentioned a number of additional resources on the topic, he was encouraged
to explore them further. The learner found a 50 minute interview on YouTube
about Mark Zuckerberg and used it to produce further written work. It is worth
pointing out that this particular learner’s level of spoken Italian was very high,
while he needed to work on his writing skills.

1. It is important to clarify that, although the students begin participating in Collit with individual tasks, all resources are shared and
all students are encouraged to view and comment on each other’s work.
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A similar approach is used for the study of grammar. All learners negotiate
with the teacher the grammar topics of their choice and look for and create new
grammar resources. One learner created and shared a new wiki page with the
explanation of the grammatical rules of the use of the past conditional (Figure 1).
Figure 1.

A learner’s explanations on a wiki page

In addition, the same learner decided to carry out a small comparative study
between the use of the same verb form in Italian and in her native language
(Figure 2), and finally shared it with the others.
Figure 2.
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4.2.

Learner-generated teaching resources

The next example illustrates a set of learning events in which the learners
engaged in searching for content and in creating new activities, which were later
used by the other participants as study materials.
After a visit to Italy, one learner chose to share one aspect of his experience
with the other participants. He did so by selecting a relevant YouTube video
and by creating a set of related comprehension questions. Additional questions
were also posted by the teacher (circled). Both media and set of questions
were published on the wiki for the other learners to view and complete the task
respectively (Figure 3).
Figure 3.

Study materials produced by a learner
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The responses of the participants were different in nature. Some language
corrections were suggested, the comprehension questions were answered and
new related resources and learner-created activities were added: one learner
added a new related YouTube video and a new set of comprehension questions;
another learner added a PowerPoint presentation on the work of an Italian
painter and a related piece of written work, generating additional participation
and learning resources. In this instance, the teacher also took the role of the
learner by completing all comprehension tasks, providing model answers for
self-assessment. Finally, all learners worked collaboratively to create a glossary
of the vocabulary related to the topic Art.
Similarly, with reference to grammar, one learner chose to work on the use of
the Italian past tenses. She looked for an appropriate text and created a Fill in the
Gap exercise (Figure 4). This time the teacher intervened with model answers
after all learners had attempted the exercise and had given feedback on each
other’s answers.
Figure 4.
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5.

Conclusion: Open Collit

It was mentioned earlier that in addition to the learning outcomes, Collit has
several pedagogical objectives (cf. IPOs in section 2). These are achieved by
adopting features of the open pedagogical model promoted by MOOCs (Cormier
& Siemens, 2010). Like a MOOC, Collit embraces openness in a number of
ways. Collit:
•

is taught online and recruits openly, provided the learners have the
appropriate level of linguistic competence, aiming to ensure variety and
continuity in the social interaction;

•

relies on freely accessible online applications keeping the impact of the
running of the module to the minimum;

•

relies on existing open online resources and generates new ones, ensuring
the benefits of multimodal and multimedia learning (Moreno & Mayer,
1999);

•

is based on open and transparent dialogues between the learners and
between the learners and the teacher, encouraging knowledge sharing,
collaboration and reflection on one’s own work and that of others;

•

implements the community-as-curriculum model of MOOCs.

The examples in section 4 show that open practices have so far proved successful
for nurturing new learning dynamics by which the learners create their own
learning content and lead their learning process.
However, other factors related to openness have had a less positive impact. It
is attested that learners’ persistence and motivation is lower in online than in
face-to-face programmes (Park & Choi, 2009; Rovai, 2002; among others).
The online nature of Collit coupled with its optionality has caused slow student
responses, intermittent participation and several dropouts. Also, Collit’s open
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recruitment strategy has increased the degree of mixed abilities amongst the
learners. This, added to the fact that the learners have different backgrounds
and ages, made it difficult to reconcile their abilities and interests, affecting
the creation of the materials. Similarly, the varying levels of digital skills of
the learners made it difficult to overcome technical glitches and influenced
the teacher’s choice of e-tools. Although the participants were expected to
feel comfortable with the use of online tools, technology was kept as simple
as possible to help reduce technical problems, limiting the variety of Collit’s
learning activities.
These observations will provide guidelines for the future phases of Collit and
for future studies concerned with the adoption of open pedagogies for language
learning and teaching.
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When Learner Autonomy
Meets Open Educational Resources:
A Study of a Self-learning Environment
for Italian as a Foreign Language
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Abstract

T

he aim of this case study is twofold. On the one hand, it shows
a possible use of Open Educational Resources in a self-learning

environment as it has been done at Lille 3 University since 2006 (Rivens
Mompean & Eisenbeis, 2009). On the other hand, it highlights some of
the relations between OER appropriation and the development of learner
autonomy. Learner autonomy is defined as the capacity of a learner to take
responsibility and control of his/her own learning process. This includes
establishing learning goals, developing learning strategies, finding relevant
OER, and self-assessing the effectiveness of the learning process (Holec,
1981). During the past years, many researchers and practitioners have argued
that OER could play a crucial role in learner autonomy development (Barbot
& Camatarri, 1999). This paper considers some necessary conditions for
this to happen, the most important of which is the teacher’s and the peers’
mediation necessary for learners to make the most of OER.

Keywords: learner autonomy, self-learning, OER, open educational resources,
affordance, mediation.
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1.

Context

This case study presents the possible relations built between Open Educational
Resources (OER) and the development of learner autonomy in a self-learning
course at Lille 3 University. We suggest that OER can be a tool to develop
learner autonomy, but only under certain conditions, including a variety of OER
types and the mediation of a teacher or a tutor.
In the first section, we present the post-graduate curriculum in foreign language
pedagogy at Lille 3 University and the role the self-learning course has in it. In
the second section, we define learner autonomy as opposed to heteronomy and
anomy. In the third section, we show the structure of the self-learning course
and how OER are used according to the learner autonomy paradigm. In the
fourth section, we analyze an example where the development of a student’s
learner autonomy is intertwined with instrumental genesis of OER based on their
learning affordances.
At Lille 3 University, students in foreign language pedagogy at a post-graduate
level have, among other courses, a course of self-learning in a foreign language.
In this self-learning course, each student chooses a foreign language he/she
wants to learn and learns it autonomously with the counselling of a teacher/
tutor. Different foreign languages have been proposed during the years: English,
French, Spanish, Italian and Polish. Even if the number of OER available for
these languages is very different, the self-learning course has the same structure
for every learner and students go through the same learning stages (see Section 3).
The main objective of the post-graduate curriculum in foreign language pedagogy
at Lille 3 University is for the students to become pedagogical engineers, able
to design, build and run self-learning environments integrating Information and
Communication Technologies and to design forms of evaluation adapted to
demands in constant evolution (Barbot & Rivens Mompean, 2011, p. 56).
The self-learning course was first integrated into the curriculum in 2006. During
its first edition, the course was restricted to students of English as a foreign
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language, but it was then broadened to the other languages mentioned above.
The self-learning course’s integration into the curriculum was based on three
main objectives.
First, it was meant to be an opportunity for students to practically experience
the theoretical notions they studied in other courses, such as learner autonomy,
motivation and educational resources among others. This allows students a
stimulating environment to build links between theory and practice (Korthagen
& Kessels, 1999). For instance, having used OER for their self-learning,
future teachers will be able to anticipate (some of) the difficulties their future
learners will encounter using OER. Secondly, a self-learning environment
allowed language teachers to deal with the great variety of language proficiency
levels among students and to adapt each student’s learning objectives to his/
her possibilities. Third, according to Germain and Netten (2004), learner
autonomy is related to teacher autonomy. In consequence, the development of
learner autonomy through the self-learning course is meant to improve students’
subsequent teacher autonomy (Cappellini & Eisenbeis, 2013). The validation of
the course and its development are based on continuing action-research.

2.

Intended outcomes:
The development of learner autonomy

The main pedagogical objective of the self-learning course described in this
case study is to develop students’ learner autonomy while learning a foreign
language. Holec (1981)1 defines learner autonomy as the capacity of a learner
to take responsibility for his/her learning process. In other words, autonomy is
opposed to heteronomy, where pedagogical decisions are made by someone else
(usually the teacher or the institution) and imposed on the learner.
Learner autonomy involves five stages:

1. The reader should refer to Little (2012) and Sockett and Toffoli (2012) for discussions about the relevance of this definition in
today’s learning society.
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•

Determining the objectives according to one’s specific needs. This is
usually done in terms of procedural knowledge or skills, with sentences
such as “I want to be able to…” and not in terms of content knowledge.

•

Defining contents and progressions, that is the materials, in our case
OER, to be used and their organization in a sequence. Materials are not
necessarily chosen only for the linguistic forms they address, but may
also be selected according to the contexts in which the learner will have
to communicate.

•

Selecting methods and techniques to be used. This is linked to the learner’s
linguistic biography and especially how he/she previously learned foreign
languages (see Section 4). However, learning methods can change during
the learning process.

•

Monitoring the procedure of acquisition, which means that the learner
decides when to study and how much time he/she will dedicate to those
studies. He/she also decides where his/her learning takes place.

•

Evaluating what has been acquired. At this stage, the learner evaluates to
what extent his/her results meet the initial pedagogical objectives he/she
established. Porcher (2004) suggests that in the case of language learning,
the most effective way to do this is by direct exchange with other speakers
of the target language. Of course, the criteria for this evaluation must be
chosen by the learner, according to his/her learning objectives.

To accompany students toward learner autonomy, there are two main general
pedagogical principles we adopted in the design and development of the selflearning environment. The first principle is that self-learning does not mean
to learn alone and without any structure (Holec, 1981; Rivens Mompean &
Eisenbeis, 2009). Holec (1981) argues autonomy “is not inborn but must be
acquired either by ‘natural’ means or (as most often happens) by formal learning,
i.e. in a systematic, deliberate way” (p. 3). In fact, autonomy is not only opposed
to heteronomy, but also to anomy, that is the lack of any support or structure for
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the learner to rely on. The second principle is that OER could be a tool for the
development of learner autonomy. However, OER need to be of different types
in order for learners to make the most of their different cognitive and learning
profiles (Barbot & Camatarri, 1999). Moreover, learners need to learn how to
find and use OER, which is at the center of learners’ advisors’ concerns in selflearning environments (Little, 2012).

3.

Nuts and bolts: The self-learning
environment at Lille 3 University

Every student goes through different stages advised by a tutor (whose roles are
summarized at the end of this section). First of all, the learner takes two tests: a
placement test, such as Dialang, to know his/her current proficiency level in the
foreign language, and a test to discover his/her learning profile, such as SILL.
Then, the learner has an individual advising session with the tutor to establish
his/her learning objectives and consider possible OER and possible learning
strategies to attain these objectives (Holec, Little, & Richterich, 1996). On one
hand, learning objectives are formulated in terms of real life skills and based on
the possible future use of the language by the learner (Porcher, 2004). On the
other hand, the choice of OER and learning strategies is based on the learning
profile and the proficiency level. OER are indexed in a closed database similar
to that of the Merlot website for world languages.
During the first week after the advising session, each learner organizes the
possibilities emerged during the session into two learning tasks. Beside task
progression, students decide the parameters of two final products they will
deliver at the end of the semester. They also establish an evaluation scheme
which the tutor will use to grade these products. The criteria of the evaluation
reflect what each learner thinks is most important for his/her language learning.
After these first stages, learners start to work autonomously. Each learning
session ends with learners writing an entry in a logbook about their learning
activities. In the logbook, learners explain their learning strategies and the OER
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used and they reflect on their efficiency. Learners send their logbooks to the
tutor, who will give advice about learners’ choices and will ask questions in
order to allow learners to analyze more deeply their practices. These questions
are aimed at guiding learners’ attention to OER learning affordances (Van Lier,
2004) and how learners could possibly “divert” or adapt OER to better suit
their learning objectives and strategies (see Section 4). From a cognitive point
of view, this “diversion”, which is in fact a particular case of appropriation,
has been studied in terms of “instrumental genesis” (Rabardel, 1995; Rivens
Mompean & Guichon, 2013). Finally, as part of their self-learning, learners can
also attach language productions to their logbook and ask the tutor for feedback.
Three times during the semester, the tutor organizes a “learning to learn” group
session. During these sessions, learners share their learning objectives and
learning strategies and how they choose, use and possibly divert OER. During
the discussion, learners could discover new learning strategies from other
learners and possibly decide to try these strategies. Moreover, when a learner
explains his/her strategies, he/she can benefit from other learners’ suggestions
and comments.
At the end of the semester, each learner has an individual self-evaluation
session with the tutor. During this session, learners evaluate if they attained
their initial learning objectives, they summarize their learning process and how
their metacognitive skills – i.e. their ability to analyze their learning practices –
evolved. The final grade combines the grades of the two language productions,
evolutions in metacognition showed in the logbooks and the final self-evaluation.
Concerning the roles in this self-learning course, students are led to take
responsibility for each stage of the learning process (Section 2) and are provided
with different types of scaffolding (Van Lier, 2004). Consequently, the tutor
has many roles. First of all, the tutor has to find OER and organize them into
a database, which is a sort of “upstream scaffolding” (Rivens Mompean &
Eisenbeis, 2009). Second, the tutor helps learners to elaborate strategies to find
and select OER. Third, the tutor is an advisor, suggesting learning strategies to
make the most of OER. It is important to highlight that the tutor never makes a
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decision for the learner, who is always a free decision-maker. Fourth, the tutor
is an expert in the foreign language, able to give feedback adapted to learners’
needs (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994).

4.

In practice: An example
of instrumental genesis of OER

In this section, we show an example taken from the self-learning process of
Valérie1, a learner of Italian as a second language in the first post-graduate year
during the academic year 2011-12. Her mother tongue is French and she studied
English (advanced level) and Spanish (intermediate level) as second languages.
She also studied Italian in a classroom-based course during one year in her
undergraduate curriculum.
The first of her two tasks is to plan a trip to Italy and more specifically to find
and book a hotel in Rome. The product delivered at the end of the task is a phone
message to the answering machine of a hotel. She finds OER to work on basic
expressions, communicative situations and grammatical contents useful for her
task.
At the beginning of her self-learning process, she searches for OER adopting a
“deductive” approach to grammar. For instance, when she studies articles, she
starts from the grammatical rule and then she does some exercises to memorize
the rule. In her logbook, she records the reasons for her choice2:
[…] The reason why I choose to learn using this [deductive] method is
because in all the language learning experiences I had, I used this method.
So, I did the same way from habit. […] Personally, the only efficient
method for me to learn a new language is just the deductive method
(13/10/2011).
1. A pseudonym.
2. We translated the logbook from French.
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However, a week later evaluations of what has been acquired lead Valérie to
notice that results are not as good as expected, which brings a drop in motivation:
[…] I feel that for now, the work I’ve done isn’t fixed in my memory. So,
I need to read again and again, many times what I did earlier and this takes
lots of time. […] I lack motivation even though learning the language
itself really interests me (18/10/2011).
The observation of a lack of efficiency leading to a lack of motivation brings
Valérie to the conclusion that she should try another learning approach. This is
suggested during a group session, when another learner explains his “inductive”
method, which Valérie is then willing to try for herself. This implies a different
use of OER, visible when she studies interrogative adverbs. She does not use
OER to read the rule and then to put it into practice in grammar exercises. On
the contrary, she decides to start with exercises to formulate a hypothesis about
the grammar rule. Then, she tests her hypothesis on other exercises. Only at the
end, does she compare the rule she elaborated with an online rule. This inductive
approach proves to be more effective for her:
[…] Before studying interrogative adverbs, I was reproducing the way
I was taught languages. However, I felt that by doing exercises I didn’t
memorize what I was learning. I was learning deductively, relying on the
rule and then doing exercises. I tried the other way around, that is to learn
in an inductive way, which I had never done before. […] Changing my
learning strategy, I discovered that my previous way to learn a language
wasn’t the only one. […] By creating my own grammar rule, I acquired
more knowledge than before, since my memorization seemed to be more
complete and efficient. Before, at the end of each learning session, the
most of what I studied was already forgotten, while now I remember each
adverb even two days after (1/11/2011).
This shift from a deductive strategy to an inductive one represents a step
toward learner autonomy for two reasons. First, the learner realizes that there
is a variety of possible learning strategies to attain the same learning (in this
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case: grammatical) objective. Alternatives are obviously a necessary condition
to operate pedagogical choices and therefore to practise learner autonomy
(Jézégou, 2002) and more generally pedagogical innovation (Alvarez, Beaven,
& Comas-Quinn, 2013). Second, the learner realizes that the same type of OER
can become an affordance to learn in different ways. In other words, the learner
develops an instrumental genesis of OER to attain her objective in a way more
suitable to her profile.

5.

Conclusion

Through the sections of this case study, we showed one way among others in
which OER could be a tool for the development of learner autonomy and more
generally of a learner-centered pedagogy. We would like to underscore that the
self-learning environment shown in this case study gathers many different features
that could be separated and adapted to classroom-based language teaching
(Eisenbeis & Cappellini, 2013). As for this case study, it aimed at showing a
practical example of how the same type of OER can be re-used in different ways
according to learners’ needs and profiles. To make the most of OER, our research
suggests that it is important for learners to be aware of and open to different ways
of using them. The learner “autonomization” process (Little, 2002) is triggered
by an observation of a lack of efficiency, which leads him/her to search for and
find new pedagogical contents and methods. The process goes from a use based
only on previous learning experiences toward a reasoned usage based on the
student’s learning profile and the learning affordances of OER.
Therefore, we think that the availability of OER is necessary but not sufficient
for the development of learner autonomy. In fact, mediations are at the very
core of this process. First of all, the mediation of the teacher/tutor has to
make learners question their pedagogical choices in order for them to open to
different possibilities. Second, the mediation of peers through shared practices
allows learners to discover other ways to use OER. To facilitate awareness of
different possible usages of OER, it could be useful to associate each OER in a
database with descriptions by learners of how they used it, including the learning
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objectives and strategies. These descriptions would constitute a repository of
Open Practice (OPAL, 2011, p. 12) associated to the OER database aiming at
promoting learners’ awareness of different possible pedagogical choices and
usages, hopefully leading in the end to learner autonomy. Future action-research
is needed on this point.
In conclusion, we agree with McAndrew, Scanlon, and Clow (2010) arguing that
OERs are a part of the educational experience and that “release of content is a key
enabler for other activities” (p. 2). OER and OEP are an opportunity to develop
“learning to learn” skills in initial education and to prepare learners for lifelong
learning. It is our belief that in the future, educational institutions will not only
be implicated in certificating learning (Pantò & Comas-Quinn, 20131), but that
they should also have a central role in implementing and evaluating new forms of
mediation. Without such mediations, only learners who are already autonomous
will take advantage of the open education movement, which would mean to
deepen the gap between learners. On the contrary, if educational institutions
develop learners’ autonomy, more learners will be enabled to efficiently use
OER, which would be a real step towards the democratization of education.
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Using MOOCs in an Academic
English Course at University Level
Ana Beaven1
Abstract

C

ourses in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) in higher education
contexts often bring together students from different academic fields.

For this reason, such courses tend to present materials that are sufficiently
general to be relevant to all students. However, teachers often need to
supplement their teaching with online materials that are relevant to the
participants’ specific areas of study. Although MOOCs have not been
designed as supplements to English language teaching and learning, this
case-study illustrates how they can in fact provide a very effective and
highly motivating way of enhancing EAP syllabi by allowing learners
to enrol in courses of their choice, and select the materials that are
most relevant to their language acquisition needs. Compared with other
unstructured materials found online (journal articles, podcasts, videorecorded lectures), MOOCs provide an ordered set of materials made
available weekly, through which students can develop the macro-skills
of reading, listening and writing. At the same time, by putting the onus
of choosing what and how much to study on the participants themselves,
MOOCs can encourage learner autonomy and responsibility, and offer
ways of pursuing academic language learning after the end of the EAP
course.

Keywords: English for academic purposes, EAP, MOOC, student autonomy,
motivation, supplementary resources, OER.
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1.

Context

Courses in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) aim to develop in the
learners the specific skills and knowledge necessary to study in an Englishspeaking academic environment. However, the students within a group often
come from a variety of fields, making it difficult for the teacher to provide
audio/video and written materials which are specific to the field of study and
therefore particularly relevant to the individual student. This difficulty is
evident in the choice made in most published textbooks to remain sufficiently
general in the topics proposed so as to address the majority of the students in
a class. At the same time, it is precisely this choice that often makes published
books unattractive both to students and teachers, and require, to be successful,
a substantial amount of more relevant (to the learners) supplementary
materials.
Today, the Internet provides language teachers, and specifically those teaching
EAP, with a wealth of potential resources to enhance their teaching. Examples
of these are open access academic journals as well as iTunes U, which can
be a source of freely-available podcasts and videoed lectures provided by
universities on myriad subjects, from Astrophysics to Zoology. Making
learners aware of these resources can encourage learner autonomy and
motivation. However, these materials are often unstructured, and students can
feel overwhelmed by the sheer wealth of resources, finding it difficult to select
the material, set themselves reasonable objectives or have the discipline to use
these supplementary materials regularly.
MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) take this a step further, by providing
whole courses for free (for the moment) to learners all over the world. At
the time of writing, Coursera, one of the main providers of MOOCs, offers
339 courses from 62 universities to over three million learners. Although not
specifically designed to teach foreign languages, they can be seen as invaluable
resources to teachers of EAP.
This case-study illustrates how these MOOCs were used to supplement a course
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in English for Academic and Professional Purposes offered at the University
of Ferrara, Italy, in 2013. The participants came from different areas of study,
including Economics, Law, Biology, Physics, Architecture, Literature and
Medicine. The aim of the course was to enable the students to develop their
English language skills for speaking, listening, reading and writing, in view
of further academic studies or work, or their future employment. It was a
semester-long 50-contact-hour course usually requiring an additional 50 hours
of self-study.
Although supplementary materials such as iTunes U podcasts, TED Talks or
subject-specific academic articles were used in previous editions of this course,
the advent of MOOCs for education presented new possibilities by offering
more structured open resources for EAP. The primary objective was therefore
to offer the students the possibility of working with well-designed academic
materials in English that were specifically linked to their fields of study. An
additional aim was that of evaluating the usefulness of these materials in the
context of an EAP course.

2.

Intended outcomes

With such a varied group of students in terms of their academic areas of study,
it was important to provide general academic language input, such as practising
the skills of note-taking, summarising and data commentary, while at the same
time enabling learners to develop their knowledge of the specific language of
their field. Previously, students had been given indications of websites where
they could find podcasts or video-recorded lectures that could be relevant to
them but, left to their own devices, the students had tended to do little extra work
beyond what was strictly required for the course. This was mostly due to the time
required to locate useful supplementary materials, as well as to the demands in
terms of time management made on very busy students. In other words, if the
students were not given explicit deadlines to carry out tasks, or a structured list
of specific materials they had to use, the weeks would easily go by without them
having found the time to study supplementary materials.
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However, MOOCs seemed to provide ideal supplementary materials for these
students for a number of reasons:
•

the offer has increased in the last twelve months to the extent that it is now
possible to find courses on a huge variety of subjects;

•

the courses can easily be found in the websites of providers such as
Coursera, Udacity or Edx, to mention but a few;

•

being courses and not only collections of resources, they provide a clear
structure that is easy to follow week by week;

•

the length of the courses is usually relatively limited (many under ten
weeks), which make them ideal as supplements to a semester course;

•

being open, the participants can choose to do as much or as little of the
work as they wish. This means that they can dose the amount of work
according to their availability, as well as to their interests and needs;

•

they are free (for now – this may well change in the future);

•

they provide opportunities to listen (to lectures), read (documents provided)
and write (in the forums and by completing assignments) in English;

•

they offer learners the opportunity of an authentic academic experience in
English, and an insight into a different academic culture (be it American
or British, or from any of the other countries in which the institutions
offering the courses are based).

3.

Nuts and bolts

The EAP Course described in this study ran from February until early June. With
the help of a questionnaire submitted during the first week, an initial review of
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the participants’ awareness of the existence of online resources to help them
develop their language skills was carried out.
From the survey it appeared that, out of 20 students present in the class, 19 had
used online dictionaries, 13 had read publications and 10 had watched broadcasts
in English, only 4 were aware of the existence of iTunes U and none had explored
the possibility of enrolling on a MOOC. Following this survey, the participants
were introduced to some supplementary resources – including MOOCs – they
could use to develop their knowledge of the language specific to their field of
studies, and were made aware of the need to take some responsibility for their
own learning. They were asked to explore the Coursera website (see Figure 1)
and search for a course in which they might like to enrol. They were advised
to choose one related to their studies or future profession or, if none could be
found, one of a topic they felt was relevant to them. They were told that there
was no obligation on their part to do all the work that was required within the
course, but were encouraged to choose to do what they felt would benefit their
English the most. They were also made aware of the fact that most courses offer
certificates of completion which could be used in the students’ portfolios or CV.
They were also asked to preferably choose a course that finished before the end
of the EAP course. Fortunately, many of the MOOCs offered by Coursera that
particular semester began in March, which fitted perfectly with the organisation
of the language course. It may be a good idea in the future to check the start
dates of MOOCs on the websites of the various providers in order to direct the
students to those beginning at a convenient time.
Before they began their MOOC, the students were asked what they expected
to obtain from doing such a course as part of their EAP training. Developing
their English was mentioned by all the students, although the focus ranged
from improving listening, reading, writing or speaking skills to expanding
vocabulary specific to a field of study, and becoming more confident users of the
language. Some also mentioned acquiring new knowledge: “I expect to be able
to understand a lesson taken in English and to discuss with people about issues
of my field of studies”, or “I expect to acquire more skills in reading and writing
in an academic context, and to expand my vocabulary”.
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Figure 1.

4.

The Coursera home page, showing a selection of courses offered

In practice

All the students signed up for a MOOC on the Coursera website. The structure
of the MOOCs and the open approach to learning imply that an underlying
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principle is the learners’ freedom to do as much or as little as they wish. This is
usually considered a weakness of MOOCs, leading to a putative high dropout
rate. However, in this context, this aspect was undoubtedly a strength, as it
enabled learners to select those parts of the course they found most useful to the
development of their language skills.
Figure 2 below shows some of the courses that the students attended during
the semester. It is clear that although most of the students chose courses that
were related to their fields of study, others preferred MOOCs which offered the
opportunity to explore new interests.
Figure 2.

Coursera MOOCs chosen by the students

In order to integrate the MOOC and EAP course more explicitly, and to ensure
the students would pursue with their commitment, regular opportunities to
exchange opinions and discuss learning outcomes were provided in class.
Discussions were also initiated in the EAP’s Virtual Learning Environment
(Canvas), where students were asked to tell each other about the courses they
were doing. Figure 3 below is an exchange between some of the learners,
showing how the fact of having to explain what the MOOC was about enabled
students to reuse the vocabulary learned during the course.
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Figure 3.

An exchange between participants
and teacher on the EAP course’s VLE
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Similarly, towards the end of their EAP course, the students had the possibility of
presenting the MOOC they had attended as part of a compulsory individual oral
presentation task. Figure 4 below shows a slide from one of the presentations on
the “Aboriginal Worldviews in Education” course offered by the University of
Toronto.
Figure 4.

A slide from a student’s presentation
of the MOOC she participated in

It is true that integrating a face-to-face EAP course with the experience of a
MOOC implies that the teacher has no means of checking the activities that
the students engage in. The extent to which the work done in the MOOCs is
integrated in the EAP face-to-face course will depend on the individual teacher’s
preferences, the time available, and the context in which the course takes place.
Some possible options include:
•

regular in-class group discussions on the learning processes attached to
the MOOC experience;

•

writing tasks (such as reports, learning diaries, essays);
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•

student-led online discussions on the EAP’s virtual learning environment
(see Figure 3);

•

oral presentations on the topic of the MOOC (see Figure 4).

Once they had concluded their MOOC experience, feedback was collected in
the form of a questionnaire. It emerged that the dropout rate had been minimal,
probably due to the fact that the students were given opportunities to discuss their
learning in class, which may have functioned as regular motivation boosters.
The students had also enjoyed being responsible for their own learning in terms
of choosing what materials and sections of the course to study. This meant that,
although by the standards of the MOOC providers, these participants may have
been regarded as “dropouts” or unengaged students (some may not have watched
the last video or done the last assignment, or done any of the assignments for
that matter), they all felt they had been successful in their purpose of practising
their English. In fact, all the participants declared they would recommend other
learners of EAP to enrol on a MOOC in order to improve their English. When
asked to give their reasons, they mentioned that it was “a funny and effective
way to learn and improve English”, and that the courses offered an opportunity to
“improve a wide range of skills”, including learning skills. One student pointed
out that “lectures are given in a very clear English, it will be of help to anybody
who wants to improve his/her listening skills and also learn something new in
any field of culture and science. The choice is vast and the quality is great”,
while another mentioned that MOOCs offer “a unique opportunity to improve
the language by listening to a native professional speaker, talking about a topic
you feel motivated to know more about (or that you already feel comfortable
with)”.
Regarding the advice the participants would offer future students, this included
choosing courses on topics of interest, even if they do not necessarily fit into
the student’s curriculum (“So do not choose a MOOC just because it fits their
academic career at university, but because they think they could enjoy it”),
to consider time-management carefully, (“take a long term course and take
advantage [of peer-assessment]”, “check what it requires in terms of assessment
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and workload”) and ultimately, enjoy the course. Finally, all the participants
declared they were very likely or almost certain to enrol on another MOOC in
the future.

5.

Conclusion

MOOCs have recently made their appearance in the higher education landscape
and scholars, practitioners and administrators are trying to understand the
different applications that this new type of course can have in the future. This
case-study illustrates one valuable use – as support to English for Academic
Purposes courses. It is arguable that the experience of MOOC inserted in a more
structured course such as the English for Academic and Professional Purposes
Course enabled the students to positively engage with this type of learning and
increase their confidence in their own ability to benefit from Open courses in
the future. In addition, it is to be expected that with the appearance of MOOCs
in other languages (such as those promoted by the European consortium
OpenUpEd), this resource will be available to learners of languages other than
English.

Useful links
Canvas: www.instructure.com
Coursera: www.coursera.org
EdX: www.edx.org
OpenUpEd: www.openuped.eu
Udacity: www.udacity.com
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