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1Language learning in the 21st century: 
current status and future directions

Betül Czerkawski1 and Margherita Berti2

1. Introduction

In today’s interconnected world, higher education institutions are challenged with 
new realities: how to effectively assist students in advancing their professional 
development, gain skills for successful 21st century interactions, and start new 
careers. In the context of Foreign Language (FL) education, some have argued 
that language proficiency and oral communication have been favored, while the 
integration of higher-order and critical thinking skills with language learning 
has been peripheral especially in lower-level language courses (Correa, 2011; 
Garrett-Rucks, 2013; Yamada, 2010). The lack of meaningful activities that 
engage students beyond vocabulary and grammatical structures has become 
an issue in a world where students need to navigate complex realities and 
constantly evolving environments. Problem-solving, critical thinking, and 
digital literacy, which fall under the umbrella term of 21st-century skills, are 
only some examples of abilities necessary to succeed in today’s rapidly changing 
global economy. In this chapter, 21st century skills are defined as the knowledge 
and skills necessary to enter and succeed in today’s workforce. The 21st century 
skills have been emphasized by the American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 2011), which designed a 21st century skills map 
to provide educators, administrators, and policymakers with concrete examples 
of how to integrate such skills in language courses. Lifelong learning – that is, 
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self-initiated education for either professional or personal reasons – is another 
important skill that should be instilled in language learners.

In 2009, the decline in the number of students enrolled in collegiate FL 
courses led to a reconsideration of the role and value of language education 
in the United States (Lomicka & Lord, 2018). In many cases, students 
abandon their language studies unless they choose to major in a language or 
literature program, which primarily consists of literary and cultural studies. 
According to the 2016 Modern Language Association (MLA) report (Looney 
& Lusin, 2018), undergraduate and graduate enrollments in languages other 
than English dropped by 9.2% between fall 2013 and fall 2016. At this 
point, universities assume an important role in assisting students while they 
undertake or continue learning a FL in the context of higher education. Since 
many beginning FL offerings continue to often privilege linguistic aspects 
of language learning over others, followed by more advanced courses with 
cultural emphasis oftentimes offered in English, the options for students to 
study a language for professional purposes, develop 21st century skills, and 
extend their chosen career options through developing linguistic knowledge 
are lacking. Furthermore, although the MLA explains that the causes of this 
trend are beyond the scope of their enrollments reports (Looney & Lusin, 
2018), it is possible that one reason for the decrease is linked to the fact that 
grammar and vocabulary are still major learning foci in beginning FL courses. 
In other words, after a couple of semesters of courses with a grammar and 
vocabulary emphasis, students might lose interest in languages and choose to 
end their language-learning journey.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, we will explore the status of 
FL learning in higher education institutions in the United States, including 
language learning for professional purposes, which historically concerns 
“helping students meet their immediate linguistic needs in professional 
contexts, as observed on a global scale in programs created to teach English 
for specific and academic purposes” (King de Ramírez & Lafford, 2018, p. 2). 
Today there is a need to go beyond just language and look at how language 
studies can help students in their future professions and in multicultural 



Betül Czerkawski and Margherita Berti 

13

settings. Second, the need for 21st century skills will be discussed, and 
pedagogical suggestions will be provided as solutions to the sole focus on 
linguistic structures and the transmission-oriented teaching model still present 
in FL teaching. Following that, recommendations for the integration of 21st 
century skills in FL courses with the aid of technology and Instructional 
Design (ID) guidelines for creating highly effective learning environments 
will be discussed. The chapter closes with a discussion of future directions 
for professional language learning considering developments in the fields of 
learning technologies and design.

2. FL learning in higher education: 
current status in the United States

The need for an approach that emphasizes language from a critical and dynamic 
perspective in the context of FL education has been stressed by organizations 
and professional associations. For example, in 2007, a report published by the 
MLA Ad Hoc Committee on FLs highlighted translingual and transcultural 
competence as the primary goal of language education (MLA, 2007). This 
competence emphasizes students’ abilities to operate between languages and 
cultures, while also being able to reflect on the world and themselves through 
a critical lens. In light of the decline of enrollments in collegiate FL courses 
in the United States (Lomicka & Lord, 2018) and the alarming survey reports 
published by the 2016 MLA (Looney & Lusin, 2018), scholars and language 
educators have called for changes in curricula to engage students with FLs and 
cultures in new and relevant ways (Pascual y Cabo & Prada, 2018; Pufahl & 
Rhodes, 2011). For example, Richards (2015) suggested the use of the Internet, 
technology, and the media to foster students’ communicative skills. Blattner, 
Dalola, and Lomicka (2016) discussed how Twitter can be used to facilitate the 
cultural enrichment of beginner French learners, by enhancing sociopragmatic 
awareness and developing multiliteracy skills. Cox and Montgomery (2019) 
proposed project-based language learning for organizing curricular tasks that 
develop students’ 21st century skills and enable engagement with authentic 
learning resources.
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In 2017, the Commission on Language Learning created by the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences (AAAS) published a report aimed at addressing 
questions related to the influence of language education on economic growth, 
cultural diplomacy, and the productivity of future generations (AAAS, 2017). 
The report states that the United States has neglected FL in educational curricula, 
and this oversight has had “adverse and often unforeseen consequences at home 
and abroad – in business and diplomacy, in civic life, and in the exchange of 
ideas” (AAAS, 2017, p. 1). The report has also found that K-12 schools have 
struggled to identify qualified language instructors that meet the current and 
future needs of multicultural societies within the United States. The Commission 
on Language Learning recommended better preparation of language teachers 
and pointed out that cultural understanding is key in language education. In 
fact, if language is often taught in terms of grammar and vocabulary, students 
might miss out on acquiring how to effectively function and communicate 
across cultures (Cutshall, 2012). Despite the numerous calls for changes in FL 
pedagogical practices, there still appears to be a lack of focus on 21st century 
skills in language education. Both reports published by the Commission on 
Language Learning (AAAS, 2017) and the MLA (2007) Ad Hoc Committee on 
Foreign Languages emphasize the importance of study abroad experiences to 
connect with other cultures and to learn how to appropriately interact in diverse 
environments. Although sojourns abroad are certainly valuable, they are not 
accessible to most college students.

According to another study conducted by Open Doors in 2017, in the 2016-
2017 academic year, about 300,000 students, not exclusively enrolled in FL 
courses, traveled abroad to study, which represents only a fraction of students 
enrolled in collegiate courses. In fall 2016, 1,417,921 students were enrolled 
in higher education courses other than English (Looney & Lusin, 2018), 
meaning that universities cannot rely on study abroad to be the major vehicle 
to promote intercultural skills. Rather, it is fundamental to consider how 
FL teaching strategies as well as FL curricula need to evolve to foster 21st 
century skills and lifelong learning. The landscape of professional language 
learning, also called language for specific purposes, has begun to expand on 
these needs by proposing curricular innovations and meaningful learning 
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opportunities for students and their future professions. Research has explored 
how professional language learning might contribute to better preparing 
students for their future careers. Crouse (2013) claimed that professional 
language learning courses “offer students real-world opportunities to practice 
language and navigate culture in the context of a specific field” (p. 33). For 
example, Martinsen (2015) explored how student-centered teaching in a 
lower-division Spanish course could increase university language learners’ 
motivation and willingness to communicate through reflections on personal 
goals and the identification of contexts in which students might use Spanish 
in their professional lives. Students also sought opportunities to foster their 
own language and culture learning in relation to their own future careers. 
Although a marginal increase in motivation to continue studying Spanish was 
reported, the author concluded that student-centered teaching and studying 
languages for specific purposes can be an effective means to fill students’ 
unmet needs in their transition toward the workplace. In another study, López 
(2015) argued for community engagement and service learning in language 
studies for specific purposes to better meet the needs of students and society. 
Altstaedter (2016) described the development and improvement of students’ 
perceptions of a Spanish for specific purposes course aimed at helping future 
healthcare professionals develop their linguistic proficiency and intercultural 
abilities. Connecting professions with language learning has now become 
of central importance, and higher education institutions should continue to 
further explore how students’ professional and 21st century skills can be 
fostered in the collegiate setting.

Some universities have developed undergraduate majors, certificates, and 
courses that integrate language learning with other disciplines. For example, in 
2019, Montclair State University launched a new major in language, business, 
and culture, to combine languages (i.e. Arabic, French, German, Italian, or 
Spanish) and culture studies with essential business skills with the aim of 
preparing students for careers in the United States and abroad. Similarly, 
Bentley University is to offer a language, culture, and business major with 
a concentration in Chinese, French, Italian, or Spanish starting fall 2020. 
Emmanuel College offers a Spanish for health care professionals certificate 
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for students planning a career in a health-related field, which guides them 
through an exploration of the culture of Latino communities in the United 
States. Another example is the establishment of a specific residence hall for 
Italian students at Mount Holyoke College with the objective of creating a 
community of language learners through extracurricular activities. These 
initiatives show an important turn in collegiate FL education in the United 
States. Nevertheless, although research trends suggest that there is a strong 
demand for employees with high levels of linguistic proficiency and cultural 
competence in a variety of fields (Cox & Montgomery, 2019; Damari et al., 
2018), more needs to be done, especially in basic FL courses, to foster 21st 
century skills and engage students in meaningful lifelong learning practices. 
The examples described just above are only a handful, and most FL courses in 
the United States still rely on traditional language teaching and learning.

3. Possible solutions

Language learning and teaching in the professional context is a complicated and 
multifaceted matter. There are various ways to improve current practices, although 
these ways change constantly in our ever-changing educational landscape. After 
conducting a comprehensive literature review, the authors propose the following 
solutions. These solutions should not be viewed as a complete list, as they are 
some of the highlights and outcomes arising from the literature.

We suggest that 21st century skills should be the main conceptual framework 
used to create up-to-date curricula so that learning goals can be aligned with the 
demands of the labor market. In addition, the use of ID practices is emphasized 
because, as a holistic field, ID can help create consistent, meaningful, and 
effective learning experiences while also utilizing important findings of learning 
sciences. Finally, the use of technology to support learning experiences and 
ways of taking advantage of nonformal learning experiences are discussed as 
complementary activities to 21st century skills and ID. Taken together, these 
solutions provide a solid effort to alleviate some of the major issues experienced 
today in the context of language education.
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3.1. 21st century skills in education

In 2002, the Partnership for 21st century skills (P21) was founded by the 
National Education Association, the United States Department of Education, 
and other organizations interested in supporting schools, districts, and states 
in the integration of 21st century skills and technology into education, while 
also providing resources to facilitate such efforts. In 2008, the P21 proposed a 
framework3 for 21st century learning to ensure student success in a constantly 
changing world. In this framework, it was argued that 21st century skills are 
an indispensable currency for participation, competitiveness, and achievement 
in today’s global economy, and suggestions for promoting such skills were 
provided. First, the P21 proposes that students think critically (i.e. assessing 
accuracy, analyzing, and making reasoned decisions) about information in 
its various forms, whether it is presented on the web, at school, or anywhere 
else. Next, the framework suggests creative thinking and solving complex and 
multidisciplinary problems, which usually do not come in a multiple-choice 
format and do not have a single correct solution for fostering 21st century skills. 
Haley, Steeley, and Salahshoor (2013) provided an example of how teachers of 
Arabic and Chinese can be prepared to connect 21st century skills to instructional 
practices through specific training. In their study they explained that the teacher 
training, provided in the form of blended learning activities, better equipped 
and prepared students for a global community, as participants grasped the 
salient concepts and adapted them to their instructional practices. Takeda (2016) 
described a project-based learning course at the University of California San 
Diego called ‘Japanese for professional purposes’, in which students conduct 
research, develop a feasible project, and put it into action through the use of the 
Japanese language. McKeeman and Oviedo (2013) discussed the use of web 2.0 
tools (i.e. VoiceThread, Poll Everywhere, Animoto, and Xtranormal) to foster 
21st century skills, with a focus on communicative competence. In their action 
research project, they used individual and collaborative assignments to review, 
reinforce, and practice concepts integrating technology tools and incorporating 
21st century skills. For example, with VoiceThread, students were asked to 

3. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED519337.pdf

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED519337.pdf
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respond to a series of questions regarding the differences between their family 
and a Latino or Hispanic family based upon their interpretation of an embedded 
video. The collaborative nature of VoiceThread supported critical thinking, and 
students negotiated meaning and understanding from comments made by their 
classmates in the target language. Communicating and collaborating with people 
across language and cultural boundaries and making innovative use of knowledge 
can help learners become well-rounded global citizens. Although some courses 
for professional language learning, as described above, are contributing to the 
development of such skills, it is important to include the framework described 
above and related guidelines in the design of basic language courses where 
students can start engaging in higher-order and critical thinking practices.

Saavedra and Opfer (2012) argued that 21st century skills require 21st century 
teaching, calling for a definition and practical teaching guidelines. In an 
interconnected global ecosystem, they explain, the ‘teaching as transmission’ 
model (i.e. where the teacher transmits factual knowledge to students) has 
become outdated. From the transmission perspective, the role of the teacher is 
to prepare and transmit information to learners, while learners’ role is to receive 
and store information (Tishman, Jay, & Perkins, 1993). Freire (1970) called 
this the “banking model” of education, where “knowledge is a gift bestowed by 
those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider 
to know nothing” (p. 72). Under this view, the teacher talks, and the students 
listen as passive receivers of knowledge with no creative power. This model is 
problematic since learners are not asked to think critically, but rather information 
is memorized for the purpose of being rehearsed to the teacher or repeated in a 
test, whereas opportunities to communicate in complex ways and apply what is 
learned to new and meaningful contexts are lacking. The transmission or banking 
model is not the most effective way to teach 21st century skills (Saavedra & Opfer, 
2012). In today’s world, skills sought by employers go beyond the memorization 
of basic information. Higher-order thinking skills, including creative thinking, 
decision-making, and problem-solving, are strongly valued capacities necessary 
to thrive in increasingly complex working environments and societies. Laurillard 
(2002) points out that academics have been arguing for a shift from the standard 
transmission model of university teaching to a reflective practicum, with the aim 
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of preparing students for their future professional careers. Yet, the transmission 
model, consisting of the lecture, the book, and the marked assignment, remains 
the dominant approach in the formal education landscape. Thus, learners are 
not developing 21st century skills since these skills are not being fostered 
(Schleicher, 2012).

Furthermore, since such skills are more difficult to assess compared to the 
repetition of knowledge as in the transmission model, educators may choose to 
continue with pedagogical practices that see students as ‘empty containers’ to be 
filled with ‘prefabricated’ knowledge.

On the other hand, meaningful learning views education “as knowledge 
construction in which students seek to make sense of their experiences” (Mayer, 
2002, p. 227). From this constructivist perspective, students are engaged in active 
cognitive processes, such as organizing incoming information and integrating 
it with existing knowledge, and are able to move beyond factual knowledge. 
Constructivism refers to the idea that knowledge is built by the learner, rather 
than being transmitted from the teacher to the student (Schwienhorst, 2002). 
As opposed to behaviorist theories, which emphasize imitation and knowledge 
reproduction, constructivism is a cognitive theory that focuses on the combination 
of existing knowledge and novel information to develop new meaning and 
understanding through active, authentic, and reflective learning activities 
(Chen, 2009). Building on a constructivist approach, in the classroom setting, 
students can be regarded as individuals “with different experiences and prior 
knowledge, [diverse] cultural backgrounds, and different learning trajectories” 
(Mellis, Carvalho, & Thompson, 2013, p. 6). Bearing in mind that students are 
actual individuals who can construct their own understandings, the teacher’s role 
shifts from preacher to facilitator. The teacher helps students connect their prior 
knowledge to the new knowledge and contributes to learning experiences that 
are long-lasting. From this constructivist perspective, 21st century skills can be 
developed as teachers and students participate in solving authentic and complex 
learning tasks that have real-life connections and offer opportunities to transfer 
what is learned in the formal instructional context to experiences beyond the 
classroom and authentic settings.
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Concerning 21st century skills, learning scientists have proposed various 
guidelines for their development in educational contexts. For example, the 
curriculum needs to be relevant to the students, who should also be aware of the 
bigger picture and understand the value of the subject matter. Students should 
participate in lower-order as well as higher-order thinking exercises. While lower-
order activities are common in existing curricula, higher-order thinking exercises 
are less common (Saavedra & Opfer, 2012), yet they are much needed to engage 
students in deeper learning. Other recommendations for the promotion of 21st 
century skills include encouraging students to apply skills and knowledge gained 
in one discipline to other areas of their lives, fostering creativity, and exploiting 
technology to support learning and collaboration. These types of activities can 
foster lifelong learning (Koper & Tattersall, 2004) and the acquisition of skills 
necessary to thrive in adult and professional contexts.

3.2. Incorporating technology in FL education

The current need to prepare students for the 21st century has also led to the use 
of more technology in the classroom (Ruggiero & Mong, 2015). Technology is 
constantly changing, and while the literature on its affordances and limitations 
for language learning is extensive (e.g. Al-Ali, 2014; Borau, Ullrich, Feng, 
& Shen, 2009; Chang, Wu, & Ku, 2004; Golonka et al., 2014; Reinhardt & 
Ryu, 2014; Schmerbeck & Lucht, 2017), it is important to purposefully 
and effectively implement technology tools in educational contexts for best 
outcomes. It has also been argued that teachers should move “from singular 
use of the traditional classroom to a more blended or hybrid form of education 
that combines traditional classroom instruction with computer-based language 
learning” (Meurant, 2010, p. 229). Eaton (2010) explained that in addition to the 
technology tools that help foster learning outcomes, there are also technologies 
that facilitate student learning. These technologies can be synchronous (in real 
time), such as Skype, Moodle, chat-based platforms, or virtual live classes, 
or they can be asynchronous (not occurring in real time), such as podcasts, 
discussion boards, and blogs. Technology tools can be implemented in language 
education to connect students with users of the target language and help them 
engage in multimodal learning and learn how to express themselves through new 
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means. Eaton (2010) also posited that in the future, Mobile-Assisted Language 
Learning (MALL) will likely play a central role in educational contexts, and 
perhaps replace the traditional textbook. As mobile technologies become more 
and more ubiquitous, it is possible that language courses will see increasing use 
and integration of mobile devices.

The other dimension of technology use in language education is digital literacy. 
Digital literacy involves more than the ability to operate a digital device or use 
specific software; it includes a variety of complex skills (e.g. effective virtual 
communication and collaboration, ability to find and select information, cultural 
and social understanding) needed to function effectively in digital environments 
(Eshet, 2004). Digital literacy is now an essential ability for participation in 
digital spaces, and students should acquire these skills through practice in 
instructional contexts. Harris (2015) suggested addressing four aspects of digital 
literacy with adult language learners: using basic digital skills (i.e. those needed 
to operate digital devices), creating and communicating information, finding and 
evaluating information, and solving problems in technology-rich environments. 
According to Ollivier (2018), digital literacy results from the intertwining of 
three sets of competencies: technology literacy, meaning-making literacy, and 
interaction literacy. Lotherington and Jenson (2011) talked about multimodal and 
digital literacy and reported on innovative pedagogical approaches for language 
learners. They explained that language instruction “continues to resist digitized 
multimedia and multimodal literacy practices as optional or secondary to flat 
textual practices” (Lotherington & Jenson, 2011, p. 239). This resistance might 
be linked to the complexities of the educational system, teachers’ professional 
expectations, and assessment paradigms. Thus, Lotherington and Jenson argued 
for wider use of MALL in teaching practices to enable a more agentive and 
participatory learning, digital storytelling to promote mode-switching activities 
(e.g. students translating textbook materials into comic strips), and digital games 
to move from the controlled spaces of the classroom to less controlled learning 
environments. Nevertheless, although multimodal and digital literacy-based 
learning can expand students’ skills and experiences, more empirical evidence 
is needed to understand the “depth in which students develop their linguistic 
repertoire when moving across digital modes” (Ware, 2008, p. 49). Furthermore, 
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it is important to consider how digital literacy is being fostered in FL courses and 
how it can help students develop skills useful to their adult lives.

3.3. ID to learning design

Designing effective professional learning and creating meaningful learning 
experiences are among the major functions of higher education institutions. In 
order to develop pedagogically sound learning, scholars use ID guidelines. In the 
broader sense of the word, the aim of ID is to “make the learning more efficient 
and effective” (Morrison, Ross, Kalman, & Kemp, 2011, p. 2) so learners will 
have fewer difficulties.

In recent years, many scholars have come to prefer the term learning design 
rather than ID in order to emphasize the importance of learner-centeredness 
of the design process. ID refers to a broader focus, such as designing courses, 
programs, assessments, and curriculum plans to test the overall consistency, 
coherence, and effectiveness of instructional processes and procedures. Learning 
design, on the other hand, is about the instructor or trainers’ day-to-day efforts to 
create learning experiences for their students at the micro level. Learning design 
is more specific and purposeful in its attention to meet learner needs. To add to 
the confusion, a quick search on job forums will show that private businesses 
and higher education institutions are hiring ‘learning experience designers’, 
learning architects, and engineers. In the end, broad or specific, all these terms 
refer to the same activities and are used interchangeably.

Regardless of the level of instruction/training or the micro or macro levels of 
developing instruction, ID principles married with the most recent learning 
theories provide clarity about instructional or performance-related issues so that 
solutions can be offered while saving time and money. ID forces us to define 
the goals of our efforts as instructors while making us better equipped to create 
high-quality experiences for our students. Most modern ID models start with an 
analysis of the learners so that truly learner-centered training for students can 
be provided. In the context of professional language learning, such an approach 
can be beneficial for capturing the needs of learners, as they change over time.
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Various ID models over the years have presented instructors with options 
depending on the focus of instruction. For instance, Keller’s (1987) attention, 
relevance, confidence, and satisfaction model aims to increase motivation 
and participation in the learning environment; Gustafson and Branch’s (2002) 
instructional system development model considers collaboration among 
development team members who are introducing a project management 
component. Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) understanding by design approach 
suggests a backward design approach while bringing attention to learning 
outcomes and learning transfer. Willis’s (2009) reflective recursive design and 
development, or R2D2, provides an early example of an agile, flexible, and 
constructivist ID model. Allen’s (2012) successive approximation model takes 
its inspiration from software design models and guides teachers through a more 
agile, purposeful, and prototype-based development model. As seen in these 
ID models, there is no single approach for developing instruction for language 
programs. Language instructors should consider the needs of students, their 
teaching methods, learning context, and available resources to select the best 
ID approach.

The literature is rich with such ID approaches, but it should be noted that there 
are also two major critiques of ID. First, the purposeful and pragmatic nature of 
ID practices is criticized, because their rigid approach to ID and development, 
lack of imagination in the design process, and use of prescribed and inflexible 
methods result in nonrealistic and inauthentic learning scenarios. Although such 
critiques may be justifiable for the early ID models of the 1970’s that were linear 
and rigid, most modern ID models provide sound solutions to dominant learning 
and training issues of the 21st century, such as lack of learner participation, 
interaction and engagement, retention, multidisciplinarity, the transnational 
nature of academic disciplines, and technology’s transforming role in societies.

The second critique of ID comes from the learning sciences field and from the 
friction between two fields that lasted for more than 50 years. This critique is 
so intense that ID is being turned inside out because of the emphasis on 21st 
century skills. Starting in the 1960’s, educational researchers charted divergent 
paths because of their different views on instruction, the role of technology 
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in the learning process, and use of theory to support teaching strategies. One 
of these views led the way to the flourishing of the field called educational 
technology, and the other one led to the development of educational psychology 
or learning sciences (Gibbons, 2017). Gibbons (2017) argued that neither 
educational technology nor learning sciences became an independent discipline, 
since the nature of their content is applied and highly interdisciplinary. Over 
time, ID merged with educational technology, and in the 21st century it has 
become popular because of the increase in online learning and teaching 
practices. Learning sciences, on the other hand, merged alliances with cognitive 
scientists and information scientists, and it embraced technology, especially the 
newest developments in data and cognitive sciences as well as computer science 
(Kirby, Hoadley, & Carr-Chellman, 2005, as cited in Gibbons, 2017). While the 
whys and hows of this division between two fields are beyond the scope of this 
chapter, it is an important one to underline because ID (with its emphasis on the 
design process) and learning sciences (with its emphasis on pedagogy) should 
be used in conjunction with each other for meaningful learning experiences. For 
instance, in FL education, traditional approaches are stagnant and disconnected 
from real-life experiences, but both ID and learning sciences can offer 
significant improvements to current practices. In recent years, an encouraging 
new perspective has provided some hope for the future, design thinking, which 
provides a viable solution for designing meaningful and authentic learning 
opportunities in academia.

In its broadest sense, design thinking is about solving problems while considering 
users’ concerns, needs, and tendencies (Denning, 2013; Huq & Gilbert, 2017). 
The intellectual leader for design-thinking scholars is considered Stanford 
University’s Design Center, where three main considerations in the design 
process were proposed: many eyes refers to the interdisciplinary nature of the 
design process with experts in various fields, customer viewpoint is about users 
and the ways they perform certain tasks, and tangibility is about creating user 
experiences around prototypes. All of these processes of design thinking are 
reminiscent of learner-centered constructivist ID models of the late 20th century, 
but they go much further than constructivism by shifting from an information 
age focus to a data age focus (Gobble, 2014). The realistic and user-oriented 
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nature of design thinking with concrete learning scenarios is a quick, team-based, 
creative, need-oriented strategy for instructional development. Additionally, in 
order to solve the problems of those individuals who are at the center of the 
design process, design thinking brings expertise from a wide range of disciplines.

In the context of FL instruction and professional language learning, design 
thinking can help identify the problem areas where today’s higher education falls 
short. Currently, it seems like most language course offerings neglect the wide-
ranging needs of learners living in the 21st century. Design thinking provides 
opportunities for scholars to be creative in solving learners’ needs and future 
career-related demands.

3.4. Integrating ID principles and heutagogy into FL learning

Although there is an abundance of research in FL when it comes to the use of 
technology, instructional, and assessment strategies, the integration of sound ID 
principles as a whole is a less common practice. A few studies (Ibanez et al., 2011; 
Wu, Wang, & Chen, 2015) have suggested that the use of Technology-Enhanced 
Language Learning (TELL) is the best response for integrating ID guidelines 
into the design of language content. However, TELL only considers how 
various technologies are integrated into learning and misses the bigger picture. 
For instance, what learning objectives and goals should guide professional FL 
learning? What learning theories best address learners’ needs? What teaching 
and learning strategies could be employed to foster meaningful learning? What 
assessment strategies are suitable and complement learning? All these questions 
and more can be answered with the application of an ID strategy.

In the professional FL context, adult learning theories and especially heutagogy, 
where learners determine their own learning goals, should accompany an ID 
model of choice. Heutagogy is a nonlinear form of self-directed learning, which 
fits the needs of lifelong learners beyond formal education programs (Hase 
& Kenyon, 2007). Along with an ID model, heutagogy can directly address 
professional language learning needs because “heutagogy progresses adult 
learning to become an integrated process related to contexts and situations” 
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(Rogerson & Rossetto, 2018, p. 413) that can differentiate professional language 
learning from linguistic-oriented learning. Focusing on contexts and real-life 
situations, with the assistance of learners who determine their own goals, has 
true potential to transform FL instruction.

3.5. Formal versus nonformal learning in FL instruction

Higher education institutions with their planned curricula, accredited programs, 
and academic content and disciplines are the best examples of formal education. 
Learners who pursue a formal program of study attain a certificate, degree, or 
diploma. Nonformal education, on the other hand, refers to an organized curriculum 
outside of formal venues. The purpose is not to gain a credential, but rather a 
skill or personal enrichment. Nonformal learning is usually short term, practical, 
personalized, process oriented, participatory, and flexible (Civis Plus, 2017).

In the context of FL learning, nonformal experiences may provide targeted and 
highly enriching experiences to students. For instance, adult language classes 
offered in community centers, online webinars, online resources, and assessment 
sites developed by organizations to target a certain language skill, professional 
conferences, and other professional development activities are good examples of 
nonformal learning. With its close ties to lifelong learning, nonformal education 
can be used within higher education to provide language training to those 
who need short-term training. When the restrictions of the formal academic 
curriculum could limit an instructor’s ability to respond to learners’ needs, in 
the nonformal setting, the needs of the language learner determine the process. 
Nonformal learning exists outside of academia, but both formal and nonformal 
language learning can complement each other by using each other’s strengths 
(Vetter, 2014). While in the European context nonformal education has been 
recognized as a means of lifelong learning by the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD, 1996), regrettably this is not the case in 
the United States. For instance, the immigration and refugee programs in Europe 
usually include language-training activities for all age groups so newcomers 
can be better integrated into society, but in the United States, such programs 
and activities are not common. In the American system, nonformal education 



Betül Czerkawski and Margherita Berti 

27

overlaps with the continuing education programs within higher education. 
Furthermore, nonformal language education is not seen as complementary 
to formal language instruction. Better engagement with community centers, 
professional organizations, and nonprofit organizations could help build links 
between formal and nonformal education.

4. Conclusions

The collegiate FL landscape is in strong need of new perspectives and fresh 
approaches. In this chapter, after reviewing the status of FL education and FL 
learning for professional purposes in the United States, a shift in language 
education toward the development of 21st century skills and the use of technology 
along with new concepts, models, and approaches relevant to language learning 
has been suggested. Moreover, use of ID principles that guide the development 
of language curriculum, in formal or nonformal settings, is recommended. 
Regardless of the approach used, all ID models require analysis of learner needs, 
identification of learning goals, and development of implementation, delivery, 
and assessment plans. In other words, ID is about systematic development of 
instructional processes from beginning to end. FL in general and professional 
language learning in specific are in dire need of such a systematic approach to 
design, development, and delivery of consistent programs.

Transformation in professional language learning starts with a new approach to 
curriculum development using best practices in the learning design field, where 
learners and their needs guide the curriculum development process. Learning 
sciences and concepts such as heutagogy can be used to devise teaching and 
learning strategies that are in line with learners’ desire to select their own goals 
and offer strategies to reach those goals. Design thinking, as a curriculum 
development strategy, can identify the major problems and issues existing in FL 
learning and guide instructors toward a curriculum that better aligns not only 
with individuals’ needs but also societal needs. Nonformal language learning 
can help reimagine formal language curriculum practices to create better 
learning processes. Concerning the content of FL courses, instructors can go 
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beyond a curriculum that often privileges linguistic aspects of language and 
canonical texts and imagine one informed by a practical perspective wherein 
experiential, authentic, interdisciplinary concepts are incorporated. A better link 
between formal and nonformal education practices can be established to foster 
individuals’ lifelong learning skills. European countries have established many 
viable strategies in the last two decades in this regard, but the United States is 
lagging far behind. Finally, learning technologies present many powerful tools to 
support instructors and can be used in every stage of language training, whether 
formal or nonformal, linguistics or professional.

For the success of FL learning, these suggestions and others are worth considering; 
however, they are also not sufficient. To create a viable solution to the problems 
of FL education, more research is needed to combine learning design, learning 
sciences, learning technologies, and other pedagogical approaches in a holistic 
and coherent fashion. The current problems of language education in the United 
States and elsewhere cannot be fixed with a single technology or approach. A 
new framework that takes into account a wide range of perspectives to address 
the complex needs of the 21st century language learner is required.

5. Future research directions

Although our suggestions present a comprehensive starting point, there are also 
other ideas to be explored in the future. These ideas could be grouped under two 
areas: emerging technologies and teachers’ roles in language classrooms. First, 
emerging learning technologies and concepts such as augmented reality, virtual 
reality, Artificial Intelligence (AI), and adaptive learning present new areas of 
opportunity and exploration for scholars in the area of language education. For 
instance, new augmented and virtual reality tools are providing truly immersive 
experiences that seem to be effective, with considerable implications, such 
as motivation, learning transfer, and engagement (Barrett et al., 2018; Birt 
& Cowling, 2017; Quint, Sebastian, & Gorecky, 2015). Advancements in AI 
technologies present new ways to customize learner preferences, reduce the 
workload of instructors, and assist with the analysis of large data sets, which 
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results in better personalized instruction (Horizon Report, 2019). According to 
Johnson (2019), because of AI technologies, “instructors will be able to focus 
and adapt instruction based on the progress of each learner. This will help make 
teaching more data-driven and more responsive to individual learner needs” 
(p. 455). Adaptive learning environments, where needs of the language learners 
are considered and resources are brought to them depending on individual 
differences, should be further explored as a means of nonformal learning.

The second area of exploration is about changing instructor roles in professional 
language learning. Professional language learning may require more 
customization of instructional content and materials than traditional language 
teaching, as we see it today. This constant customization of the curriculum and 
teaching strategies requires flexibility on the instructor’s part as well as at the 
department level. Collegiate language departments should seek interdisciplinary 
collaborations enabling language teachers to collaborate with experts in various 
disciplines and create learning opportunities for students that fit their needs. 
For example, a student majoring in business taking an FL course could create 
a business plan in the target language, and this plan could turn useful once the 
student graduates. Another student could use emerging technologies to create 
podcast episodes in the target language and make such resources available to 
the wider public. These learning opportunities give students the opportunity 
to target 21st century skills and lifelong learning. Nevertheless, teacher and 
curricula flexibility become of central importance so that students can focus on 
what is relevant to them and their own future. All in all, more research is needed 
to better understand how teachers can adapt to the new circumstances and how 
the language curriculum can be customized to fit the needs of the 21st century.
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