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Chapter 10

Opening Up Foreign Language Education
with Open Educational Resources:
The Case of Francais interactif

Carl S. Blyth

In his recent book on the global impact of open education, instructional tech-
nologist Curtis Bonk makes the bold claim that anyone can now learn any-
thing from anyone at anytime thanks to the Internet. Following the lead of the
Pulitzer prize-winning columnist Thomas Friedman, who argued that social
“flatteners” had irrevocably changed the global marketplace (Friedman, 2005),
Bonk (2009) argues that technological “openers” are currently transforming
global education:

At its hub, this book and its corresponding framework address
how Web technology offers new hope for educating the citizens
of this planet. It is the opening up of education that ultimately
makes a flatter or more robust economic world possible. In
the twenty-first century, education trumps economy as the key
card to participation in the world. It is education, after all, from
which robust economies are built. So when there are momen-
tous shifts or megatrends occurring in education, they must be
explored, documented, grasped and exploited ethically as well
as thoughtfully (p. 8).

The goal of this chapter is to examine the “megatrend” known as open ed-
ucation in order to understand its potential impact on foreign language (FL)
education in American colleges and universities. More specifically, this chapter
explores the intersection between hybrid or blended FL learning and open educa-
tional resources (OERs). According to Plotkin (2010, p. 1), OERs refer to “teach-
ing, learning, and research resources that reside in the public domain or have
been released under an intellectual property license that permits sharing, access-
ing, repurposing—including for commercial purposes—and collaborating with
others.” First coined in 2002 during a UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Sci-
entific and Cultural Organization) forum on the use of digitized materials and
tools for global education, the term open educational resources was meant to
emphasize knowledge construction as an ongoing process requiring dynamic
pedagogical materials.

The terms hybrid learning and blended learning (BL) commonly refer
to a combination of face-to-face (F2F) classroom methods with some form
of computer-mediated instruction. Despite a lack of consensus among FL
educators about the best way to blend offline and online learning, interest
in blended language learning and computer-mediated communication is
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growing rapidly (Blake, 2008; Blyth, 2008; Chun, 2008; Thorne, 2008). Most
discussions of BL focus on the mixture of F2F and online environments.
However, what often goes unmentioned in these discussions is the mixture of
open and closed materials and practices. Moreover, many educators continue
to underestimate the disruptive effects of blending “closed” FL classrooms
with “OERs” and their accompanying communities of practices (Baraniuk,
2012). But what exactly are closed and open forms of instruction, and what
does it mean to blend them?

David Wiley (2009), a well-known leader in open education, argues that
the terms “closed” and “open” index two opposing systems of educational be-
liefs and practices. Closed educational systems are defined by a heavy reli-
ance on analogue materials such as printed textbooks, a static meeting place
such as a classroom that is “tethered” to the physical world, the isolation of
knowledge into discrete units, a single path of learning institutionalized in
syllabi and pedagogical best practices, and a conception of learning as the
transmission of ready-made knowledge from a producer (the teacher) to a
consumer (the learner). In contrast, open educational systems emphasize the
use of digital materials that are easily edited and customizable, a virtual or
mobile learning environment, the integration of knowledge with social net-
works that connect people to ideas, an effort to personalize instruction as
much as possible, and a belief that knowledge is best understood as a creative
process of co-constructed meaning within a community of practice. Accord-
ing to Wiley, these opposing knowledge ecologies are at the heart of what he
calls the “daily divide,” that is, the growing disconnect between the relatively
closed environment of formal education and the more open environment of
everyday learning. Thorne (2008) raises similar concerns about traditional
academic genres that risk appearing anachronistic to FL learners who are
increasingly drawn to computer-mediated genres found in open Internet
environments.

Although the “daily divide” between formal learning as traditionally con-
ceived in higher education and informal learning associated with the Internet is
profound, such differences do not necessarily fall into a neat dichotomy labeled
“closed” and “open.” In fact, many learners and teachers are currently seeking to
bridge their own “daily divides” through BL. A good illustration of this new kind
of personalized BL comes from the life of Timothy Doner, a 16-year-old polyglot
whose love for FL learning was featured in The New York Times (Leland, 2012).
A sophomore enrolled in French, Latin, and Mandarin classes at a private high
school in New York City, Timothy discovered an online fellowship of autodidacts
that “changed the metabolism of his language learning.” Today, in addition to
his formal language courses, Timothy studies an incredible number of languages
online: Arabic, Croatian, Dutch, German, Hausa, Hindi, Italian, Indonesian,
Kurdish, Objibwe, Pashto, Persian, Russian, Swahili, Turkish, and Yiddish.
Although Timothy’s “hyperpolyglottism” (2012) demonstrates a unique disposi-
tion to learn multiple languages, his story exemplifies the well-documented rise of
informal learning made possible by a vast array of OERs. For example, before
Timothy contacts speakers of a given language, he routinely avails himself of
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a host of language-related OERs to learn the basics, including reference gram-
mars, closed captioned music videos, flash card applications, and online
machine translators. As soon as he is able to form rudimentary messages in a
new language, he then turns to Web 2.0 communication tools to connect with
intellectual kindred spirits:

In his family’s apartment in the East Village, he made a video of
himself speaking in Arabic and uploaded it onto YouTube, with
subtitles in English. The response was sparse but enthusias-
tic, mainly from people in the Middle East: Way to go, Tim! He
followed with more videos, each adding viewers, until his Pashto
video, posted on December 21, had 10,000 views in two days. Sud-
denly, Timothy had people to talk to in all his languages—not just
native speakers, but also people like himself, who were interested
in language for its own sake, a small but vibrant subculture of
language geeks, one made possible only by the Internet (Leland,
2012, p. 22).

I will suggest that students like Timothy represent the future of FL educa-
tion. More and more, students enrolled in FL courses are taking the responsibil-
ity to create their own hybrid learning environments by blending their formal
education with FL OERs. It bears repeating that “closed” and “open” are not
meant to index two dichotomous categories, but rather two poles of a contin-
uum. Therefore, it makes more sense to conceptualize FL educational practices
in terms of degrees of openness. I will argue that FL program directors would do
well to join forces with students like Timothy Doner and open up their curricula
and praxis by incorporating elements of open Internet environments into their
language programs.

This chapter is divided into four parts. The first part is devoted to a summary
of the open education movement and, in particular, a description of open-access
and open-source OERs. OERs are gaining in scope and quality and are supported
by an increasingly robust community that includes many distinguished scholars
and educators. Still in their infancy, OERs have been shown to improve learning
outcomes, reduce costs, and improve the quality of teaching and learning
(Plotkin, 2010). Although the term OERs is commonly used to refer to the peda-
gogical end products, it also represents the open and collaborative process that
enables continuous improvement in materials. The second part responds to the
questions that are frequently raised by skeptical faculty members. Can user-
generated materials achieve the same level of quality as commercial materials?
Do open materials violate copyright and intellectual property laws? The third part
is a case study of Francais interactif, an OER developed at the University of Texas
at Austin as part of a hybrid French course for beginners (Kelton, Guilloteau, &
Blyth, 2004). Francais interactif illustrates openness in many of its unique fea-
tures, including an open development process based on feedback from a commu-
nity of users, a modular design, and an open license. The essay concludes with a
few brief suggestions for FL program directors about how to participate in the
open education movement.
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The Open Education Movement

Open education refers to forms of education in which knowledge, ideas, or
important aspects of teaching methodology or infrastructure are shared freely
over the Internet. Richard Baraniuk, a professor of computer engineering at Rice
University and a leading figure in the open education movement, describes the
values and goals behind this paradigm shift:

The open education (OE) movement is based on a set of intuitions
shared by a remarkably wide range of academics: that knowledge
should be free and open to use and re-use; that collaboration
should be easier, not harder; that people should receive credit and
kudos for contributing to education and research; and that con-
cepts and ideas are linked in unusual and surprising ways and not
the simple linear forms that today’s textbook present. OE promises
to fundamentally change the way authors, instructors, and students
interact worldwide (Baraniuk, 2007, p. 229).

Similar to applied linguists who have increasingly adopted an ecological
metaphor to understand language learning in relation to its contextual variables
(Blyth, 2008; Kramsch, 2003; Levine 2011; Van Lier, 2004), open educators fre-
quently invoke the concept of “knowledge ecosystem” to describe the relations
between the various stakeholders in educational systems, including students,
teachers, parents, administrators, textbook publishers, and other businesses
such as testing services. Baraniuk (2007) contends that academic publishing
constitutes a “closed knowledge ecosystem” because it shuts out “talented K-12
teachers, community college instructors, scientists and engineers out in indus-
try, and the world majority who do not read and write English” (p. 230). Bara-
niuk’s main point is that educational publishing is largely controlled by a small
group of people in developed countries—publishers, editors, and academics—
who are highly resistant to sharing control with the majority of end users. For
example, open educators often note that commercial textbook publishers funda-
mentally differ from software companies in how they develop and test their prod-
ucts. Educational publishers overwhelmingly privilege the opinions of a minority
of instructors over the majority of students for an obvious reason—instructors,
not students, adopt textbooks. Given how textbook adoption drives product de-
velopment, it is not surprising that publishers lavish attention on faculty focus
groups and instructor surveys while largely ignoring student opinion. In con-
trast, the software industry focuses directly on end users who make their own
purchasing decisions. As a consequence, software companies invest heavily in us-
ability testing as part of their process of research and development. What would
FL textbooks look like if they were the products of an equally rigorous process of
usability testing?

Blyth and Davis (2007) argue that the textbook adoption model results in
materials that are instructor friendly rather than student friendly. In addition,
they argue that textbook publishers are often averse to any pedagogical innova-
tion that might reduce potential adoptions, even innovations that are grounded
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in empirical research. To open up the system, Blyth and Davis (2007) call for
publishers to conduct serious formative evaluation of FL materials as part of the
developmental process, something similar to usability studies in software develop-
ment. Formative evaluation of FL materials would require publishers to include
the opinions of a much wider range of end users and to accord their opinions a
greater weight. However, commercial publishers are not the only ones who must
make changes to their practices. Rather than blame the dysfunctional system on
commercial publishers alone, Blyth and Davis (2007) view it as the result of com-
plicity among stakeholders in the system, including commercial publishers, text-
book writers, reviewers, and language program directors.

Fortunately, this state of affairs is changing, thanks to the rise of open content,
a term commonly used to refer to any kind of published digital content that may
be freely used. Open pedagogical content comes in two basic forms: open access
and open source. Open access refers to content made available to the Internet
public without explicit permission to modify. In other words, the end user has the
right to access the content but does not have the right to make derivative works
based on the content. In contrast, open-source content allows users to reuse and
repurpose the content to make original works. Open-source content has its roots
in the open-software movement (Perens, 1999; Raymond, 2001). The revolu-
tionary idea of this movement was to give end users free and open access to a
software’s source code by relaxing copyright restrictions, hence the term open
source. Perens (1999, pp. 171-172) likens open source to a “bill of rights” that
ensures computer users three basic rights:

1. The right to make copies of the computer program and distribute
those copies

2. The right to have access to the software’s source code, a necessary
preliminary before you can change it

3. The right to make improvements to the program

One of the Internet’s largest repositories of open-source educational materials
is Connexions, a nonprofit publishing project founded at Rice University in 1999
by Richard Baraniuk (Baraniuk, 2006, 2007; Cohen, 2008; Guttenplan, 2012).
Baraniuk (2012) reports usage statistics for Connexions that are mind boggling—
more than 100 million hits from 190 countries per month. As long as students
and teachers have Internet access, they may freely download any of Connexions’
more than 1,100 open textbooks translated in more than 40 languages (Baraniuk,
2012). Baraniuk (2007, p. 230) also encourages authors, teachers, and learners to
“create, rip, mix, and burn” the open content housed in Connexions to make their
own pedagogical materials:

In Connexions, anyone can create “modules of information”—
smallish, Lego block documents that communicate a concept, a pro-
cedure, or a set of questions. Connect some modules together and
you have a web course or textbook, or build a curriculum entirely
of your choosing. All content is open-licensed under the Creative
Commons attribution license; all tools are free and open-source.
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In addition to letting “shut outs” play a major role in the development pro-
cess, open education aims to drastically reduce the cost of materials as well as
the time it takes to get materials into the hands of end users. Traditionally, aca-
demic publishers have used a careful prepublication review process before allow-
ing access to the finished textbook. Such a slow review process makes sense when
the publication medium is expensive and scarce (e.g., the paper and ink for book
printing). However, publication practices used for printed textbooks are poorly
suited to the fast pace of editorial change required by online digital materials.

There is also growing consensus on American college campuses that textbooks
have simply become too expensive (Cohen, 2008; Guttenplan, 2012). The price of
textbooks has actually risen more quickly than any other expense at two-year pub-
lic colleges and at four-year colleges and universities, with the exception of room
and board (Cohen, 2008). For some Americans, textbooks constitute the final bar-
rier to college, particularly for low- and moderate-income students enrolled in
community colleges where annual textbook costs are often equivalent to the price
of tuition (Henderson, 2011). In a recent survey conducted by the Florida state
legislature of 14,000 students enrolled in state-supported colleges and universi-
ties, roughly 50 percent of the students reported not buying a course textbook
because of the price, and 24 percent said that they had not registered for a course
because they could not afford the textbook (Open Access Textbook Task Force Final
Report, 2010). Although these statistics may shock American educators, the prob-
lem is actually much worse in developing countries, where the price of textbooks
is well beyond the means of the majority of students and teachers. In summary,
there are four major goals of the open education movement: (a) to democratize
education and thereby bring more people into the “knowledge ecosystem,” (b) to
reduce the high costs of pedagogical materials, (c) to reduce the time it takes
to produce materials, and (d) to enable students and teachers to adapt materials to
make them more appropriate for local contexts.

Challenges to Open Education

Despite an enthusiastic reception from instructors and administrators at com-
munity colleges (Plotkin, 2010), open education is still an unfamiliar concept to
many faculty members in American higher education, including FL program
directors. A recent study of more than 2,000 tenure and tenure-track faculty
members at Florida public colleges indicated that just over 10 percent of instruc-
tors had actually used OERs, mainly as a supplement to traditional materials
(Henderson, 2011). Although the Florida survey found widespread support for efforts
to reduce the cost of textbooks, it also showed deep concern about the quality of
OERs. If open education is to realize its promise, it must address concerns that fall
into three related categories: quality control, copyright, and sustainability.

Quality Control

Concern about the quality of open content is best exemplified by the ongoing con-
troversy surrounding Wikipedia. To some academics, the perceived deficiencies
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of Wikipedia’s user-generated content simply outweigh potential virtues. Despite
growing popularity among Internet users, Wikipedia is often criticized by faculty
and educational administrators for including inaccurate and unreliable infor-
mation. Nevertheless, Fallis (2008) cites several empirical studies that find the
accuracy of Wikipedia comparable to that of traditional print encyclopedias.
Furthermore, the reliability of Wikipedia compares even more favorably to the
information sources that students would likely use if Wikipedia did not exist. In
other words, comparing Wikipedia to a printed encyclopedia is simply beside the
point because students rarely use printed encyclopedias anymore.

Critics of user-generated content would be surprised to learn that in addition
to accuracy, epistemologists routinely cite other qualities for evaluating informa-
tion: verifiability (are the sources trustworthy?), speed (how fast can knowledge be
acquired?), power (how much knowledge can be acquired?), and fecundity (how
many people can acquire the knowledge?) (Fallis, 2008). It appears that digital
beats print by a wide margin if one cares about the epistemic virtues of speed,
power, and fecundity. Apparently convinced that such virtues are important,
Encyclopedia Britannica, arguably the world’s most prestigious encyclopedia,
announced that it was abandoning publication of its printed editions and would
continue with digital versions available online (Kearney, 2012). Still, the ques-
tions of accuracy persist. Can user-generated content ever be as accurate and au-
thoritative as commercial materials? Is it possible to allow end users to become
producers of pedagogical materials and still maintain quality? These questions
raise another question: who decides?

According to Plotkin (2010, p. 6), two primary methods are currently used to
ensure the quality of OERs:

The first replicates traditional academic practices by using a care-
fully vetted, top-down authoring system in which an institution
places educational learning resources that carry its brand into an
open format for free use, re-mixing or adaptation by others. In this
instance, the institutions are responsible for the quality of the mate-
rials. The second methodology relies on the same basic procedures
used in the open source software community. In this model, an
unlimited number of authors collaborate on the creation of OER.

The first process described by Plotkin is relatively closed, given that it is re-
stricted to an institution’s faculty. For instance, the 15 Title VI National Foreign
Language Resource Centers host a common web portal that constitutes one of
the largest Internet archives of free FL materials (http:/nflrc.msu.edu/lrcs.php). The
quality of these materials is ensured by their host universities as well as by the U.S.
Department of Education. Another well-known example is MIT OpenCourseWare,
an initiative that relies entirely on MIT’s faculty members. In the second approach,
the so-called Wikipedia or “crowdsourcing” approach, the responsibility for cre-
ating and maintaining quality is shared among end users, typically a large crowd
of heterogeneous contributors from different parts of the “knowledge ecosystem”
(Howe, 2008; Johnson, 2010; Shirky, 2008, 2010a, 2010b; Tapscott & Williams,
2006). Taking inspiration from the open-source movement, this approach to
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quality control maintains that poor quality work will eventually gain notice and be
improved upon by the crowd.

Connexions uses an approach to quality control that combines elements of
traditional peer review and the newer crowdsourcing approach. According to the
Connexions’ website, the metaphor of a lens describes three groups of end users
whose different perspectives and foci are represented in a self-organizing process:

First, organizations, such as professional societies, can create en-
dorsement lenses containing content they have carefully reviewed
and deem to be of high quality. Second, organizations can also
create affiliation lenses identifying content created by members of
that organization (but not necessarily reviewed). Finally, anyone
with a Connexions account can create member list lenses, identi-
fying and describing content they deem to be of particular inter-
est in the repository. All Connexions lenses can either be made
privately viewable for personal use only or publicly viewable for
anyone to see.

In addition to Connexions, many professional societies and organizations,
such as OER Commons, Community College Open Textbook Collaborative, and
WikiEducator, to name just a few, are explicitly concerned with vetting open con-
tent on the Internet. Another good example is Multimedia Educational Resource
of Learning and Online Teaching (MERLOT), an online community of faculty and
instructional technologists (http://www.merlot.org). According to its website,
“MERLOT is a leading edge, user-centered, searchable collection of peer reviewed,
higher education, online learning materials created by registered users and a set
of faculty development support services.” Materials in the MERLOT collection are
divided into eight content areas: arts, business, education, humanities, mathe-
matics/statistics, science/technology, social sciences, and workforce development.
Humanities is further divided into various subdisciplines (e.g., American studies,
classics, English, history, women and gender studies, world languages, and so on).
Searchable by language and resource type, MERLOT’s World Languages collection
contains more than 2,000 peer-reviewed items, including assessment tools, online
courses, journal articles, open textbooks, simulations, and tutorials.

MERLOT’s process for evaluating pedagogical resources follows the standard
academic model of peer review. MERLOT’s editorial review board meets on a regu-
lar basis to identify Internet resources worthy of review. After materials have been
deemed worthy of review, they are sent out to three faculty reviewers, who evalu-
ate the quality of the materials according to established criteria. The reviews are
then compiled into a single review and posted on the website along with a score
based on a five-star rating system. In addition to these “expert” evaluations, re-
views from ordinary teachers and learners are also posted.

The effectiveness of quality control via lenses is made possible by Web 2.0
social software that allows people to form online communities of practice where
they share digital content and best practices. For example, Connexions and
MERLOT both represent communities of users who collaboratively curate archives
of open content. These online communities amplify and enrich the standard
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peer-review process based on expert reviews with informal comments, ratings, and
tags from a wide variety of end users. A tag is a keyword descriptor created by an
end user and assigned to a given online resource or OER. Tags automatically link
content in a repository based on end users’ personal interests and organizational
schemes. Thus, an FL program director could go to MERLOT and conduct a key-
word search that would yield many relevant OERs accompanied by reviews from
end users. In summary, OER developers are exploring new ways to ensure the
quality of their materials, blending traditional peer-review processes with promis-
ing, new methodologies native to the Internet.

Copyright

Many language program directors are unfamiliar with the open copyright license,
an innovation that supports the sharing of intellectual property. They, like most
academics, associate the concept of copyright with an approach to intellectual
property summed up by their commercial textbooks’ restrictive phrase “all rights
reserved.” Such an approach to copyright inhibits the sharing of ideas and schol-
arly materials, making collaboration among language program directors difficult
if not downright illegal. Creative Commons (http://creativecommons.org), a non-
profit organization of legal experts, seeks to change the copyright situation by
providing open licenses to any content creator. In essence, open licenses allow
creators to disaggregate the rights bundled together in the phrase “all rights
reserved” and to share those rights with end users:

Copyright was created long before the emergence of the Inter-
net, and can make it hard to legally perform actions we take for
granted on the network: copy, paste, edit and post to the Web. The
default setting of copyright law requires all of these actions to have
explicit permission, granted in advance, whether you’re an artist,
teacher, scientist, librarian, policymaker or just a regular user. To
achieve the vision of universal access, someone needed to provide
a free, public and standardized infrastructure that creates a balance
between the reality of the Internet and the reality of copyright laws
(The Power of Open, 2011, p. 5).

Creative Commons’ open licenses are legally solid, globally applicable, and
responsive to user needs. A unique feature of Creative Commons licenses is their
three-layer design. The first layer is the “legal code,” consisting of traditional legal
tools applicable around the world. This is supplemented with a “human-readable”
explanation in more user-friendly language accessible to most creators (Figs.
10-1 and 10-2). The final layer is a “machine-readable” description that software
systems, search engines, and other technology can understand and use to make
searching for open-licensed works more convenient. In other words, after being
tagged with an open license, all sorts of open content (e.g., text, music, images,
video) can be located by end users using Internet tools such as Google, Flikr,
Jamendo, and SpinXpress.

Creative Commons licenses are arrayed on a continuum of openness—from
the most open to the least open. The most open license, the CC-BY license, is
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Figure 10-1. CC-BY license. Figure 10-2. CC-BY-NC-ND license.

N ©loce

shown in Figure 10-1. If a textbook carries a CC-BY license, end users are free to
copy and change the textbook any way they want as long as they obey attribution,
that is, as long as they indicate whom the original work was “by,” hence the name
“CC-BY.” The most restrictive license, shown in Figure 10-2, does not allow users
to sell the original work for profit or to change the original in any way. The terms
of all Creative Commons licenses are spelled out by simple icons and acronymes:
BY for attribution, NC for noncommercial works, SA for share alike, and ND for
nonderivative works.

Sustainability

The issue of sustainability is closely related to the issues of quality and copyright.
The old adage—“there is no such thing as a free lunch”—sums up the stance ad-
opted by many who are unfamiliar with the open education movement. Language
program directors responsible for dealing with the practical realities of pedagogi-
cal materials are likely to view free textbooks as a utopian concept, too good to be
true. How can “free” be a viable, economic model for textbooks? The traditional
economic models associated with printed educational materials do not directly
apply to OERs because digital content and software platforms are often available
on the Internet at no cost. For example, MIT incurred no significant additional
costs when it made the MIT OpenCourseWare initiative available to the general
Internet public.

Dissemination is not the same thing as development, however. Open materi-
als may be free to disseminate and use, but they are not free to develop. For ex-
ample, many of the “free” pedagogical materials produced by the National Foreign
Language Resource Centers are actually subsidized by federal grant money via
the U.S. Department of Education. In other words, American taxpayers have al-
ready paid for these “free” materials. Given the economic crisis in public educa-
tion, proponents of open education are asking themselves how they can acquire
the financial resources to sustain the production of OERs. As with quality con-
trol and copyright, open educators have developed alternatives to traditional
economic models. One of the most promising models for OER publication is the
“freemium model” pioneered by Chris Anderson, the editor of Wired magazine
(Anderson, 2006, 2009). The freemium business model works by offering core
services or products for free while charging a premium for advanced or special
features. Anderson notes that Google, the most profitable and powerful Internet
company, bases its entire economic model on giving its tools and services away
for free to Internet users. In the case of pedagogical materials, an OER developer
would provide free downloads of all its digital materials but require a small fee
for the premium of printing, collating, and binding the digital materials into a
printed textbook or workbook. But would students and teachers pay for materials
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that they could download for free? According to recent surveys (Henderson, 2011),
college students and instructors overwhelmingly want materials in both digital
and print formats and are willing to pay for printed materials as long as they con-
sider the prices to be reasonable. In practical terms, this means that the freemium
model works best when it can leverage the massive scale of the Internet to keep
prices “reasonable.”

Open Education Meets Hybrid Language Learning:
The Case of Francais interactif

This section focuses on how Francais interactif, an OER in development at the
University of Texas at Austin, blends hybrid learning and open education. In par-
ticular, four key features of the curriculum are discussed: (a) the open develop-
mental process, (b) the print-on-demand technology and modular design that
facilitate BL, (c) the Facebook community of practice, and (d) the open license
that permits remixing and repurposing of content for derivative works.

Developing Francais interactif

More than 10 years ago, the lower division French program at the University of
Texas at Austin began conducting routine usability tests and attitudinal surveys to
assess the efficacy of various elements of online learning environments. Surveyed
students repeatedly expressed a desire for a clearer pedagogical sequence that began
with decontextualized practice of vocabulary and grammar and led progressively to
contextualized discourse (Blyth & Davis, 2007). With this feedback in mind, the
developmental team of faculty and graduate students set out to design a BL envi-
ronment based on the lexical approach as described by Lewis (1993). As its name
implies, the lexical approach is characterized by a greater emphasis on vocabulary
development, including lexical phrases. Lewis (1993) notes that language teaching
has traditionally been organized around the grammatical system. In the lexical ap-
proach, students first learn to collocate words and then to grammaticalize meaning
in a deliberate sequence: from word to sentence to discourse.

Although the methodological changes requested by the students were a sig-
nificant departure from the materials used at the time, the most profound im-
pact of allowing student feedback to drive curriculum development was a shift
in focus—from the native speaker as a role model to the non-native speaker as a
language learner (see Blyth, 2009b, for a complete narrative of the process). Many
FL educators have questioned the exclusive use of monolingual native speakers
as role models for learners trying to overcome their own monolingualism (Belz,
2003; Blyth, 1995, 2009a, 2009b; Kramsch, 1997; Levine, 2011). According to these
scholars, the reliance on the idealized monolingual native speaker leads students
to see themselves as deficient. And yet, for the most part, publishers continue to
base their pedagogical materials on the native speaker norm. Seeking to reframe
the curriculum in terms of multilingualism, Francais interactif documents the
subjective language learning experiences of a group of American students during
their study abroad program in France. In essence, the study abroad students act
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as virtual tour guides who assist learners in a vicarious exploration of the French
language and culture.

Francais interactif accords a place of privilege to the non-native speaker
(Kramsch, 1997), in this case, French-English bilinguals who exhibit a wide range
of proficiencies from balanced bilingualism to the incipient bilingualism of the
students who communicate as best they can in a mixture of French and English.
Because the goal of the videos was to document authentic speech, both native and
non-native, no attempt was made to remove grammatical and lexical errors. More-
over, by juxtaposing videos of fluent and incipient bilinguals, the developers hoped
to raise learners’ awareness about the nature of bilingualism and second language
(L2) learning. More specifically, the developers wanted learners to understand that
bilinguals use their languages according to situational need and that the use of
the L1 is not an aberration signaling deficiency but a natural part of the learning
process (Levine, 2011).

In a recent qualitative study using think-aloud data from 11 students who
performed various pedagogical tasks while watching the Francais interactif vid-
eos, Blyth (2009a) found that students attended to native and non-native input in
quantitatively and qualitatively different ways. Students produced twice as many
comments while watching their peers than while watching native speakers. For
example, students routinely noticed and commented on the lexical and grammati-
cal errors made by their peers. The errors made by the non-natives in the vid-
eos prompted students to project themselves into the communicative event they
were watching and, as a consequence, to reflect on their own proficiency (“I won-
der if I would do as well communicating in that situation”). Students frequently
mentioned that they gained a greater awareness of communication strategies and
strategies for self-correction by watching non-native speakers. Participants also
mentioned that the videos gave them a more realistic picture of L2 acquisition
and helped them to gauge their own language development. Based on these data,
Blyth (2009a) claims that beginning FL learners are more likely to construct their
projective linguistic identities (Gee, 2003) on proficient non-native speakers than
on native speakers.

In addition to the inclusion of students in the ongoing developmental process
of Frangais interactif, the participation of graduate student instructors (GSIs) is
also a key feature. GSIs contribute to the curriculum as part of their professional
training by updating old materials, designing new materials, and testing materials
in their classrooms. The professional development of GSIs is thus tightly woven into
the development of the curriculum itself (Rossomondo, 2011). GSIs not only gain
marketable skills in developing digital materials, but they also gain a deeper under-
standing of how the materials relate to classroom practice. In short, because they
play an active role in helping to develop the materials, GSIs become more proficient
users of the materials and are more committed to the success of the materials.

Modular Design and Print-on-demand Technology

Designed for use in a variety of educational contexts (e.g., formal, instructed
environments vs. informal, self-taught environments; secondary education vs.
higher education), OERs are typically more modular than traditional textbooks.
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The modular design of OERs presents significant challenges for instructors who
are used to the textbook’s traditional linear format and integration of vocabu-
lary, grammar, and thematics. To overcome this problem, all learning objects in
each chapter are labeled either by media type (e.g., video, audio, print, Internet
link) or by pedagogical category (e.g., vocabulary, phonetics, grammar, culture).
In addition to several hours of multimedia content, Francais interactif features
a printed “textbook” of activities for the classroom. The textbook is available as
a free, downloadable PDF or as a print-on-demand textbook that may be pur-
chased for less than $30. The term “print-on-demand” refers to a growing move-
ment in the publishing industry in which new copies of a book are not printed
until an order has been received. Open, print-on-demand textbooks avoid the
publishing, printing, and inventory costs associated with traditional textbooks.
The use of a printed textbook option in the digital age may strike some as a
step backward. However, the usage statistics of Francais interactif corroborate
recent reports that students and teachers still demand hard copies of pedagogi-
cal materials. To purchase a print-on-demand textbook, users simply click on a
link that takes them to Qoop.com, a print-on-demand company, where they may
choose what kind of copy they wish to purchase (black and white or color). After
purchasing their copy, students can expect the textbook to be delivered within
five business days.

The flexible design of Francais interactif facilitates the movement between
online and offline environments that is the hallmark of BL. Students prepare
online content as homework that is recycled and expanded upon in subsequent
classroom activities. For example, students begin each chapter online by view-
ing a brief introductory video that previews the chapter’s theme. In Chapter 5,
Bon appétit, the introductory video features a student who comments on the
different foods he has tasted during his study abroad experience in Lyon. Next,
learners are led through a multistep activity titled Préparation du vocabulaire
in which they must listen to recorded vocabulary items, noting the words they
find difficult to pronounce. Students are then asked to identify “word families”
of related vocabulary items such as godter (to taste), un godter (a snack), and
du bon goiit (good taste, tasteful) and to invent several examples of a French
word game called Chassez Uintrus (“Find the Intruder”). To play the game, stu-
dents must make a list of four words in which three words are semantically
related and one word is not related (the intruder). The préparation du vocabu-
laire activities focus students on the meaning and pronunciation of each word
without having them use the words in a grammatical frame, an activity inspired
by the lexical approach. After the students have finished working with the vo-
cabulary in decontextualized lists, they watch a series of videos in which na-
tive speakers employ the vocabulary in a natural context. Students are asked to
identify which vocabulary items they hear, a rather difficult listening task given
the rapid rate of speech.

The next day in class, students compare which words they found difficult to
pronounce and which word families they identified. They also play the Chassez
Uintrus game that helps them bind vocabulary forms to their meaning. These
word games are followed by a series of group activities in their textbook, including
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a structured input activity that focuses on the use of definite articles with verbs of
preference (e.g., J'aime le café—I like coffee), a dictogloss that recycles vocabu-
lary, and a discovery grammar activity in which students induce the rules for the
partitive articles (du, de la, de '—some, any).

The following evening, students go to the online grammar module, where
they read a grammatical explanation of the partitive articles, listen to dialogues
that demonstrate usage, and complete several form-focused exercises. Immediate
feedback is available for all online grammar drills. Students post their completed
grammar exercises to Blackboard, where their instructors verify their progress.
In addition to the online grammar exercises, students prepare homework activi-
ties that require them to watch a video and respond in a meaningful way. The
students’ written production for every online assignment becomes the point of
departure for subsequent classroom activities, which in turn lead back to another
sequence of online activities. In this manner, all online homework is recycled and
expanded in the classroom. As the chapter progresses, the video and audio con-
tent becomes more challenging and varied (interviews, television reports, songs)
and forms the basis of extended activities that may last several days. For example,
every chapter ends with a two-minute video produced by Rhone-Alpes television.
Students prepare previewing questions at home about the topic, and then they
view the video in class and perform pair and whole-class activities that help them
comprehend the content. For homework, the students view the video by them-
selves and do a follow-up reading from a highlighted website. Thus, the progres-
sion of activities for one video is spread over several days.

Social Media and Communities of Practice

Since its launch in 2004, Francais interactif has gained an international follow-
ing of users from all walks of life—high school students preparing for final exams,
tourists brushing up on French before a holiday, teachers looking for additional
materials. To curate its online community of users, the developers launched a
Facebook page in early 2011. Moderated by a community college French instruc-
tor who teaches with Francais interactif, the community has grown rapidly. Al-
though the community includes instructors who join the discussion from time
to time, it is essentially composed of language enthusiasts who learn from each
other, an example of peer-to-peer learning. The moderator posts a variety of ques-
tions that follow the thematics of the Francais interactif curriculum. This allows
learners to experience the “textbook” language in a real context and to practice
what they are learning in class in an open Internet environment (Thorne, 2008).
The moderator periodically posts a provocative or funny image and asks learn-
ers to share their comments in French. Some prompts generate more than 100
comments. Inevitably, students begin by responding to the instructor but end up
engaging each other. In addition to practicing French with speakers from around
the world, members of the Facebook community benefit from sharing their lan-
guage learning tips with each other (“To learn vocabulary, I write words on Post-
it notes and put them around my apartment.”). Learners frequently share their
favorite websites and tools for language learning and discuss how they like to use
these resources.
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Open Licenses for Remixing and Repurposing

As noted, one of the biggest differences between OERs and commercial textbooks
is copyright. Francais interactif carries the most open Creative Commons license
currently available that allows the end user to “create, rip, mix, and burn.”
Although it is true that textbook companies provide custom publishing services
that allow adopters some flexibility regarding layout and content, such services
should not be confused with the rights afforded to the users of open-licensed
content. In other words, anybody is free to take any of the content in Francais
interactif—text, audio, video, images—and repurpose it according to their needs
and desires as long as the derivative work carries attribution of the original work.
This means that an instructor may rewrite a grammar explanation or replace an
image with a personal photo. Or she may choose to personalize communicative
activities by substituting the names of her students for the names in the text-
book. Two short anecdotes suffice to illustrate the potential benefits of repurpos-
ing open materials.

Two years ago, a French professor who taught francophone African literature
at an American university contacted the developers of Francais interactif to in-
quire about using the program to teach French in a Nigerian university where she
was a visiting faculty member. The professor explained that she was primarily in-
terested in the curriculum because it would be free for her African students to ac-
cess and use. After teaching with the materials for a few weeks, she noted that the
book’s premise of understanding French culture and language as filtered through
the subjectivity of American college students did not suit her Nigerian context.
However, rather than discontinue using the book because it was deemed cultur-
ally inappropriate, she embraced the concept of open-source materials and told
her students that it was their job to repurpose the textbook for an African audi-
ence. She reported that her students felt a new sense of ownership of the program
when they were empowered to make editorial decisions about how to include an
African perspective.

Another example comes from a French professor at a small liberal arts uni-
versity who was inspired to create videos of her own students during their study
abroad program in France. The professor commented that her students benefitted
from comparing the experiences of the Francais interactif students with the ex-
periences of students from their own university. Similar to the Nigerian students
who gathered images and texts that represented and validated their own language
learning experiences, these American students were able to construct their own
projective identities based on locally created materials.

Both of these anecdotes demonstrate an important lesson: it is ultimately the
task of the instructor (and perhaps the students as well) to adapt materials to the
local context. Therefore, instructors should see OERs more like templates rather
than textbooks. Currently, Francais interactif’s textbook and printed activities are
in the form of PDFs that do not lend themselves to customization. Retrofitting the
materials will require the adoption of an open-source technology platform to facil-
itate the publication of newly developed content as a “Flexbook”—defined simply
as an adaptive, web-based set of instructional materials with a print-on-demand
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option. One simple and low-cost solution under review is Google Docs, a secure,
online word processing platform that allows users to create, store, and share doc-
uments in real time.

Conclusion

For language program directors to produce open pedagogical materials, they
should first become a member of the open education community of practice.
New members of communities of practice are typically viewed as apprentices
whose “legitimate peripheral participation” includes observing the practices of
the more expert members and gradually learning to perform in similar ways
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Here, then, are a few suggestions of peripheral practices
for newcomers to the OER community:

1. Learn how to locate OERs. There are many places to go on the Internet
to locate top-quality OERs. A few suggested places to start your search
are noted in the Appendix under “Learning Objects.” Another excellent
resource is CC Search (see http://search.creativecommons.org). From
this web page, users can find just about any open content in a variety
of formats, including images, videos, music, texts, and courses. The De-
partment of Education’s National Foreign Language Resource Centers
portal is another treasure trove of free FL materials (http://nflrc.msu.
edu/Ircs.php).

2. Join the World Languages Community at MERLOT. MERLOT is a non-
profit project of California State University that offers peer-reviewed
online teaching and learning materials. Create your own personal collec-
tion of materials and write a review for the community (see http://www.
merlot.org/merlot/index.htm).

3. Become an informal language learner. Most language program direc-
tors have forgotten what it was like to be a beginning language learner.
There is no better way to understand the power of openness than by
learning a new language online with the aid of OERs and an online
community.

As long as FL program directors continue to see themselves as consum-
ers rather than as producers of pedagogical materials, they will remain on the
margins of the open education movement. Fortunately, many FL instructors
are beginning to realize that digital technology has afforded them the tools of
production such as digital video recorders and multimedia software as well as
the means of mass distribution such as YouTube and open content management
systems. It is when language program directors begin to collaborate with their
colleagues and students to produce their own pedagogical materials that new
ways of conceptualizing language and language learning will finally replace
outdated ideologies and practices entrenched in commercial textbooks (Train,
2003, 2007).
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Appendix 10-1. Open Educational Resources

Learning Objects

Learning objects are educational raw materials of varying degrees of complex-
ity that can be combined with other learning objects to create more complete or
comprehensive sets of learning materials.

e Connexions
A place to view and share educational material made of small knowledge chunks
called modules that can be organized as courses, books, reports, and so on. All
content is now available for download as the EPUB file used by most smart phones
and e-readers worldwide.

http://cnx.org
e OER Commons
A network for teaching and learning materials, the website allows social

bookmarking, tagging, rating, and reviewing of more than 24,000 items from
120 content providers.

http://www.oercommons.org
e National Foreign Language Resource Centers (NFLRC)

The Department of Education’s NFLRC web portal for free foreign language
materials.

http://nflrc.msu.edu/lrcs.php
e Multimedia Educational Resources for Learning and Online Teaching
(MERLOT)

MERLOT is a project of California State University and offers peer-reviewed online
teaching and learning materials.

http://www.merlot.org/merlot/index.htm

e Open Content Alliance
An archive of multilingual digitized text and multimedia material.
http://www.opencontentalliance.org

e eGranary Digital Library Project

Called the “Internet in a box,” the project provides millions of digital educational
resources to institutions lacking adequate Internet access.

http://www.widernet.org/egranary
e Khan Academy

A library of more than 1,600 video tutorials covering most of the K to 12 math
curriculum and an increasing number of other subjects.

http://www.khanacademy.org
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Open Educational Resources Encyclopedias
OER encyclopedias are edited by volunteers or invited subject area experts.

e Wikipedia
Wikipedia is the undisputed champion of user-driven collaborative encyclopedias
with, according to the website, nearly 78 million visitors monthly and more than
91,000 active contributors working on more than 16,000,000 articles in more
than 270 languages.

http://www.wikipedia.org
e Encyclopedia of Life
The Encyclopedia of Life aims to become an online reference and database on all

1.9 million species currently known to science with the goal of building a better
understanding of life on Earth.

http://www.eol.org
¢ Stanford University Encyclopedia of Philosophy

This encyclopedia has both editorial and advisory boards ensuring quality of sub-
missions, potentially qualifying it as a scholarly dynamic reference work.

http://plato.stanford.edu

Open Educational Resources Archives
Online archives are large, searchable collections of digital materials.
e Internet Archive
The Internet Archive hosts movies, texts, audio files, and a collection of websites.
http://www.archive.org
e The Alexandria Archive Institute
The Alexandria Archive institutes has created a free, open-access resource for the

electronic publication of primary field research from archaeology and related
disciplines.

http://www.alexandriaarchive.org

Open Text Books

Open textbooks are either authored textbooks that have been made available on-
line (open access) or collaborative works created for sharing (open source).

e Center for Open Educational Resources and Language Learning
(COERLL)
A federally funded National Foreign Language Resource Center, COERLL offers
three open textbooks: Deutsch im Blick (German), Francais interactif (French),
and Yoruba Yéemi (Yoruba).

http://www.coerll.utexas.edu/coerll/home
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e Community College Open Textbook Collaborative
The CCOTC site has links to more than 545 open textbooks and the open textbook
community.

http://collegeopentextbooks.org

e OpenStax College
Supported by several prominent foundations—the Gates Foundation, the Hewlett
Foundation, the Maxfield Foundation, and the Twenty Million Minds Founda-
tion—OpenStax is an initiative of Connexions.org and Rice University. OpenStax
offers peer-reviewed, open textbooks for heavily enrolled college courses such as
Introduction to Biology. The publication date is scheduled for late 2012.

http://openstaxcollege.org

e WikiEducator
WikiEducator has hundreds of links to free and open textbook sources.

http://wikieducator.org/Free_textbooks

Open Courses and Open Courseware

Instructional materials used to teach a specific course, including lecture notes,
texts, reading lists, course assignments, syllabi, study materials, problem sets,
exams, illustrations, and streaming videos of in-class lectures.

e Hippocampus
A project of the Monterey Institute of Technology, Hippocampus provides high-quality
multimedia content for high school and college students on general education topics.

http://www.hippocampus.org

e MIT OpenCourseWare
MIT OpenCourseWare is the web-based publication of the content of 2,000 MIT
courses.

http://ocw.mit.edu

e Open Courseware Consortium
The Open Courseware Consortium is a collaborative effort of more than
250 universities around the world.

http://www.ocwconsortium.org

e Open Learning Initiative
Headquartered at Carnegie Mellon University, the Open Learning Initiative fea-
tures professionally developed “smart” courses that use feedback loops for sophis-
ticated learner analytics. Offerings are STEM courses with a handful of humanities
courses, including a beginning French course.

http://oli.web.cmu.edu/openlearning
e National Repository of Online courses (NROC)

NROC is a growing library of online course content assessed to meet standards for
scholarship, instructional value, and presentational impact.

http://www.montereyinstitute.org/nroc/nroc.html
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Online Tools for the Open Educational
Resources Community
Tools to find, use, create, and distribute OERs.

e Center for Open Educational Resources and Language Learning
(COERLL)
One of 15 federally funded National Foreign Language Resource Centers,
COERLL's mission is to produce and disseminate language learning OERs for the
Internet public (e.g., courses, grammars, assessment tools, corpora).

e Creative Commons
The Creative Commons website offers a menu of standard intellectual property
licenses that offer creators options about how their materials can be used by oth-
ers. These open licenses can be electronically appended to intellectual properties
free of charge.

http://creativecommons.org

e CC Search
Creative Commons offers one-stop shopping for open content search services pro-
vided by independent organizations such as Google and Flikr. From this page, us-
ers can find all the open content they are looking for, including images, videos,
music, texts, courses, and so on.

http://search.creativecommons.org

e DiscoverEd
A prototype search engine developed by Creative Commons that uses distributed
curation and structured data to improve search and discovery for educational re-
sources on the web.

http://discovered.labs.creativecommons.org

e ETUDES
Based on SAKAI, ETUDES offers turn-key, fully managed course and learning
management solutions and an array or training and support options for higher
education institutions

http://etudes.org
e Flat World Knowledge
A commercial publishing company that offers free learning materials while charg-

ing for printed versions and sharing revenues more generously with authors than
previous industry practices.

http://www.flatworldknowledge.com
e Foreign Language Teaching Wiki

A wiki created by a foreign language teaching methods students during the fall
2006 semester.

http://flteaching.wikispaces.com
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e MOODLE
Moodle is a free software package used to create online courses and teaching
websites.

http://moodle.org

e Next Generation Learning
A new initiative supported by the Gates and Hewlett Foundations and involv-
ing EDUCAUSE, the league for innovation in the Community Colleges, the
International Association for K-12 Online Learning, and the Council of Chief
State School Officers (CCSSO). NexGen Learning “is seeking to dramatically
improve college readiness and college completion in the U.S. through the applied
use of technology and digital media.”

http://nextgenlearning.com
e SAKAI

SAKALI is an open-source collaboration and courseware management platform
that allows institutions to modify the software to meet their own needs.

http://sakaiproject.org

e Scitable
The Nature Publishing Group decided in 2009 to make a sustained effort to over-
come questions about the reliability of free materials found on the Internet in life

and physical science disciplines by publishing Scitable, a new type of hybrid that
partners OERs with commercial publishing.

http://www.nature.com/scitable
Adapted from Plotkin, 2010.





