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Chapter 11
Integrating Foundational Language and Content 
Study Through New Approaches to Hybrid  
Learning and Teaching

Amy E. Rossomondo
Hybrid or blended learning, in which instruction takes place both online and 
in class, is typically characterized by the use of technology to facilitate those 
pedagogical activities that take place outside of the traditional face-to-face 
(F2F) foreign language (FL) classroom (Blake, 2005; Chenoweth, Ushida, & 
Murday, 2006; Winke, Gass, & Sydorenko, 2010). However, as digital technol-
ogy use becomes ever more integrated in FL teaching and learning, this dis-
tinction becomes increasingly blurred: Is a course defined as “hybrid” because 
of its extensive use of technology to facilitate pedagogical activities or because 
many of these activities take place outside of scheduled class time? Further-
more (and although obviously extending beyond the conventional use of the 
term in the context of language program direction), can a course that em-
braces technology to promote “hybridity” and “hybridizing” with respect to 
both its development and implementation be understood as a hybrid course? 
Thorne, Black, and Sykes discuss how the New London Group (1996) has used 
these concepts to describe “the process of taking existing linguistic, semi-
otic, and/or cultural materials and recombining them to create new mean-
ings” in the context of approaches to literacy teaching and learning (2009,  
p. 804). This chapter describes how the open-access, web-based Acceso project 
implements hybrid teaching and learning in all of these senses both inside 
and outside of the classroom. Through integrated use of the three categories 
of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) described in Garrett’s (2009) 
comprehensive overview (tutorial, engagement with authentic materials, and 
communication), Acceso implements an approach to foundational FL study 
that is consonant with discussions of integrated content and language learn-
ing even at the earliest levels of instruction (Frantzen, 2010; Kern, 2000, 
2002; Maxim, 2006; Meyer, 2009; Modern Language Association [MLA], 2007; 
Swaffar & Arens, 2005, among others). This chapter also argues for a charac-
terization of Acceso’s content as “hybrid” with respect both to its collaborative 
development and maintenance and to how student engagement of this content 
is facilitated inside and outside of the classroom. Finally, the chapter discusses 
the benefits and challenges of developing and implementing such a project 
from a language program director’s (LPD’s) perspective, as well as directions 
for its future.
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Overcoming Challenges of Design and Content  
Creation Through Collaboration
In a discussion of challenges related to incorporating content to promote lin-
guistic development at lower levels of FL instruction, Allen and Paesani (2010) 
question the aptness of commercial textbooks, citing both a decade of scholarly 
criticism of “the dominance of grammatical content and lack of meaningfully in-
tegrated textual content” and empirical studies that reveal “a continued reliance 
on form-focused, mechanical exercises and a lack of engaging content in commu-
nicative textbooks” (p. 218). Moreover, the necessity for textbooks’ broad appeal 
(as it relates to their commercial nature) privileges conservative thematic content 
over the exploration of more provocative topics of potential interest to college stu-
dents (Allen & Paesani, 2010; Brager & Rice, 2000; Blythe & Davis, 2007). Another 
consideration is the medium of print itself, which is limited by its static nature: 
Changes and updates to any content must wait for subsequent editions, which ul-
timately constrains the nature of the content itself. These pedagogical limitations, 
in conjunction with the fact that commercial textbook packages are increasingly  
expensive (students typically pay $100–$150 for a textbook and its ancillary  
materials), point to the need for alternative solutions.

In a 2009 report titled “Harnessing Openness to Improve Research, Teaching 
and Learning in Higher Education,” the Committee for Economic Development 
Digital Connections Council explores the potential that openness and connectivity 
offer to higher education. The report defines open educational resources (OERs) 
as “digitized materials offered freely and openly for educators, students, and self 
learners to use and reuse for teaching, learning and research, including content, 
software tools to develop, use, and redistribute content, and implementation re-
sources such as open licenses” (p. 15). That is, OERs are pedagogical materials, 
available free of cost, that can be shared, modified, and implemented as the edu-
cational context warrants. When applied to the task of transforming introductory- 
and intermediate-level FL programs, OERs serve to reduce reduplication of efforts, 
thereby economizing the considerable time dedicated to materials development 
that would otherwise be done at the programmatic level; at the same time, the 
flexibility inherent in OER enables programs to modify materials or the approach 
to their implementation according to their own academic contexts, which renders 
them inherently “hybrid” if we extend our understanding of the term to include 
the New London Group’s (1996) notion of hybridizing, or “remixing.” And beyond 
opportunities for collaboratively created and shared content, OERs can be struc-
tured to include interactive discussion forums that encourage critical reflection 
on teaching practices, occasioning exchanges that allow colleagues to learn and 
benefit from each other’s experiences, both intra- and extra-institutionally.

This potential is exemplified by the Acceso project, which instantiates critical 
exploration of the culturally diverse Spanish-speaking world to promote second 
language (L2) development and awareness, critical cultural literacy, and opportu-
nities to relate to and reflect on differing cultural meanings and perspectives in 
an OER that was collaboratively created for intermediate-level Spanish. All three 
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categories of CALL—authentic materials, tutorial, and communication (Garrett, 
2009)—are used to structure learner interaction with a wide variety of texts (read 
the term text here in its broadest possible sense—verbal, audiovisual, graphic, 
and so on). These texts include authentic materials created for a native audience 
that are embedded in the site or accessed on the Internet and are then framed 
and juxtaposed with materials that are created specifically to support and guide 
language learners. The result is a hybridized content environment that situates 
FL study “in cultural, historical, geographic, and cross-cultural frames” (MLA, 
2007, p. 4) through CALL, as will be demonstrated in detail in the final section of 
the chapter.

Throughout the two-semester sequence, students interact with texts, their 
instructor, and each other to complete highly structured, reflective tasks pro-
gressing in complexity to achieve learning outcomes that target linguistic de-
velopment, the capacity to critically analyze cultural content from multiple  
perspectives, and the ability to engage the Spanish-speaking world through appli-
cations of web-based technologies (Appendix 11-A). To direct and support learners’ 
engagement of the curricular content and linguistic development and awareness, 
Acceso’s hybrid environment also provides (and links to) linguistic and content-
focused contextual information for each of eight learning units. For example, 
each unit provides content-derived vocabulary lists1 structured as searchable 
glossaries with contextualized examples from the site along with audio files to 
model the pronunciation of targeted words. Additionally, the site structures func-
tional grammar explanations and links to other web-based learning resources 
for morphological and syntactic structures typically covered in third and fourth 
semester Spanish sequences. The open-access nature of the site does not allow 
for storage of student work, thus precluding the incorporation of grammar and 
vocabulary practice activities that can be reviewed by an instructor or assigned 
course credit. As a result, a complete set of tutorial CALL form-focused prac-
tice activities designed to enhance both the content and the process of work-
ing with the Acceso platform were developed and deployed using a commercially 
supported electronic learning tool. Following the more traditional structure of 
hybrid FL instruction, these activities are completed primarily outside of class 
time and feature opportunities to refine both receptive and productive language 
use (written and spoken) through automatically corrected closed-ended activi-
ties and instructor-graded open activities that progress from the sentence to the 
discourse level.

However, the Acceso project is envisioned not only as a vehicle for structur-
ing and implementing the open-access curriculum for intermediate-level Spanish 
studies described earlier but also as an opportunity to promote graduate student 
instructor pedagogical and professional development through structured collabo-
ration, as discussed in detail in Rossomondo (2011). To this end, the platform also 

1These vocabulary lists are generated and updated using wordle.net, a free tool that analyzes texts 
to calculate word frequencies. All texts that are included in a given unit are analyzed to establish 
frequencies; active vocabulary words are added or modified based on their communicative functions 
and utility in the context of course activities.
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hosts a password-protected instructor area, which transforms Acceso from merely 
a CALL resource into a complete curriculum2 for intermediate-level Spanish that 
also facilitates collaboration among the instructors that shape and use it. This 
instructor area, which is fully available to instructors at other institutions, houses 
detailed lesson plans and support materials for implementing each of the 80 ac-
tivities that comprise the open-access student area, a series of in-class and out-
of-class writing assignments that provide opportunities for critical reflection on 
content and transformed practice, oral and written assessments, and rubrics for 
evaluating each of these. Acceso makes use of a common communication CALL 
tool—discussion fora—to promote pedagogical reflection, strategy sharing, and 
further collaboration (with respect to content development and revision as well as 
approaches to classroom implementation) among instructors.

Acceso’s OER approach also allows LPDs, course coordinators, and individual 
instructors to select, sequence, and implement the curricular content based on their 
unique contexts and specific educational goals, with no pressure to use all of the ma-
terials or to contribute to their ongoing development. In other words, the extent to 
which this platform is used either to supplement or to replace existing undergraduate 
courses is completely flexible, as is the option for making use of it to foster graduate 
student instructor pedagogical development. This point is key in light of Frantzen’s 
(2010, p. 33) recommendation for an incremental approach to change at institutions 
that are not logistically positioned to embrace the complete curricular overhaul rec-
ommended by many in the field (Byrnes, 1998, 2001, 2008; Frantzen, 2002; MLA, 
2007; Scott & Tucker, 2002; Swaffar & Arens, 2005, among many others).3 Extra-
institutional sharing and collaboration provide such institutions a pathway to move 
in the direction of integrating language and content learning at foundational levels 
with considerably lower stakes and less investment (human or financial).

Collaboration and hybridity also characterize the tasks that structure under-
graduate students’ socially situated engagement of texts, language interpretation 
and use, and critical cultural inquiry through reflection on multiple meanings 
and perspectives both inside and outside of the classroom. This interaction and 
remixing is further facilitated through the use of web-based tools that are inte-
grated into the Acceso curriculum (e.g.,  dipity.com, amplify.com, knovio.com, 
ask500people.com). Such applications offer a generation of students accustomed 
both to accessing information digitally and to using technology to creatively con-
tribute to the participatory culture that characterizes today’s social media (c.f., 
Facebook, Twitter, and so on) the opportunity to use and refine these skills in an 
academic context that promotes critical thinking. As Ganley and Sawhill argue, 
FL teaching should expand its focus on promoting the development of ‘‘traditional 

2While recognizing that the term curriculum is often used to refer to the courses that comprise a 
four-year language major or liberal arts program of study, the term is used here to describe a spe-
cific learning program with articulated learning outcomes that include their teaching, learning, and 
assessment.

3The collaboratively realized achievement of integrating textually focused language and content learn-
ing and assessment across the entire four years of study of the Georgetown German program is one 
such model that has been very well documented (Developing Multiple Literacies, n.d.).
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literacies of critical reading, thinking and communication’’ to include the devel-
opment of ‘‘emerging literacies of collaboration, online communication and mul-
timedia navigation’’ (2007, p. 5).

Yet it is critical to note that it is not merely access to authentic language use 
in texts found on the web or to tools that enable social interaction and collabora-
tion that constitutes Acceso’s vision or version of CALL. Learners’ interactions 
with these authentic texts and tools must be structured through principled peda-
gogical intervention to promote engaged content and language learning (Garrett, 
2009, p. 723). As Kramsch and Anderson warned in reference to the incorporation 
of multimedia in the FL classroom:

The computer with its unlimited capacity, rather than challenging 
our analytic and interpretive responsibilities, seduces us into be-
lieving that the truth is just around the corner of the next “text” that 
will fill the ultimate gap in our understanding. But this universe of 
spoken, visual, written, and printed texts is not self-explanatory. 
As a medium, it can only substitute itself for the living context 
and foster the illusion that con-text is nothing but an assembly 
of texts that get illuminated in unmediated fashion by juxtaposing 
them with other texts. Contrary to folk wisdom, understanding has 
not been made more immediate through the advent of multimedia 
technology (1999, p. 39).

It is essential to heed this prescient caution made more than a decade ago 
when approaching the selection, sequencing, and mediation of the texts that 
shape curricular content—especially in a hybrid, web-based environment, which 
allows for the sophisticated mediation (and manipulation) of meanings through 
the physical sequencing of texts, images, and links on a web page or the creation 
of multimedia mash-ups. Constant and critical reflection on the hybridization or 
remixing process is imperative, lest the mediation enabled by the digital environ-
ment inadvertently serve to fabricate context rather than reveal and problematize 
it. In the specific case of Acceso, the approach to selecting, sequencing, and me-
diating texts (with respect to content and genre) and contextual information is 
a collaborative process, not only because of the significant amount of time and 
energy involved but more importantly because it results in mediated content 
that is informed by multiple perspectives (more than 70 faculty members, in-
structors, and graduate student instructors to date) rather than the vision of a 
handful of textbook authors. Of course, all of these voices require direction and 
editing so that their contributions lead to cohesive and structured cultural 
exploration supportive of L2 development rather than a collection of random and 
fragmented text-based content activities.4 To this end, the curricular content of 
Acceso is divided into eight major, geographically organized content units, each of 

4The intra-institutional process by which the content is developed, structured, and edited was devel-
oped by the project leader, lead author, and editor and is discussed in Rossomondo (2011). Guidelines 
for extra-institutional collaborators submitting new content for inclusion in Acceso are available in 
the instructors’ area. To date, extra-institutional collaboration has consisted primarily of suggestions 
for revisions and implementation of existing content.
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which is structured by activity type (content and genre) according to an overarching 
theme for each semester that explicitly connects the content to the students’ own cul-
tural perspectives and experiences as Americans. The first four units explore the mi-
gration of peoples and its cultural impact in the United States, Spain, the Caribbean, 
and Mexico, and the final four units explore the United States’ relationship with Latin 
America (Spanish-speaking countries in Central and South America) with respect to 
government intervention, trade, and cultural crosspollination.

Generating the constantly evolving content that explores these themes re-
quires the level of departmental support discussed by Allen and Paesani (2010). In 
the case of Acceso, having the entire faculty read and discuss the 2007 MLA report 
at the request of the Basic Languages and Undergraduate Studies committees fa-
cilitated this buy-in. All faculty members agreed that the project would serve as 
a critical first step toward achieving the vision of a cohesive four-year curricu-
lum put forth in the report. Many faculty members continue to weigh in directly 
through advising on text selection, and even more contribute indirectly through 
their mentorship of the graduate students’ intellectual development and through 
their support of the project. For example, one faculty member specializing in con-
temporary Mexican cultural studies identified a newspaper article and video news-
cast on the Zapatista Army of National Liberation’s participation in a recent March  
Against Violence to enhance a previously existing activity that explores the  
Zapatista manifesto. Other faculty members have helped graduate students develop 
ideas about how to approach difficult topics with undergraduate students, such as 
questions of cultural identities among U.S. Latinos. Nonetheless, the teamwork  
among the graduate student instructors, lecturers, and the LPD or project leader 
has resulted in curricular content driven by their own academic interests and cul-
tural experiences. The result of such collaboration benefits all stakeholders: the 
tenured and tenure-track faculty enjoy teaching more broadly prepared students 
in major-level classes, and the graduate student instructors gain a broader, en-
hanced professional development as well as opportunities to explore meaningful 
cultural content in their own teaching. This departmental buy-in is also begin-
ning to inspire new curricular thinking with respect to major-level courses (e.g., 
the need to articulate and support language learning goals in major level courses, 
which was discussed at a faculty retreat and is now part of the department’s stra-
tegic plan for the future.) The Basic Language and Undergraduate Studies admin-
istrative committees are currently collaborating on clearer curricular articulation 
(with respect to content learning and linguistic development) between fourth-
semester learning goals and the composition and conversation courses that serve 
as gateways to the major.

Intra-institutional collaboration beyond the departmental level has also been 
pivotal in the development of Acceso. The director and staff at our Academic 
Resource Center have supported and facilitated every stage of the project from its in-
ception to its day-to-day technological maintenance. They also provide technology  
workshops and one-on-one tutoring for graduate students and lecturer-
track instructors to facilitate the use of Web 2.0 technologies, including tools 
for facilitating student collaboration at a distance, such as amplify.com and 
voicethread.com; for creating mash-ups for video content, such as animoto.com 
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and vodburner.com; for creating interactive timelines through diptity.com; and 
for video editing and captioning software (iMovie). Additionally, graduate students 
and instructors from the Department of Spanish and Portuguese have collabo-
rated with graduate students from Film and Media Studies to learn how to effec-
tively conduct the video interviews with native speakers that are included in each 
unit. Graduate students and faculty from the Title VI Center for Latin American 
and Caribbean Studies have also worked with the project leader and other mem-
bers of the project and instructional staff on content development and outreach to 
regional institutions for secondary and postsecondary learning.

Overcoming Pedagogical Challenges to Implementing 
Language and Content Learning
Beyond structuring solutions for content creation and mediation, hybrid teaching 
and learning offers many creative pathways to structuring pedagogical approaches 
to implement this content inside and outside of class to promote language and 
content learning. Clearly, the challenges of integrating language and content 
study in foundational FL courses are numerous and vary from program to pro-
gram depending on curricular goals and institutional realities. Meyer’s assertion 
that “ideas and concepts should anchor students’ intellectual and linguistic trajec-
tories in the college-level FL curriculum at all levels of instruction,” despite the 
inherent challenge in developing “students’ thinking abilities at their intellectual 
levels while developing their linguistic skills in the target language, which are at 
a much lower level” (2009, p. 86), is all too familiar to LPDs and instructors who 
work extensively with these learners. In recent years, literacy-based approaches 
have been proposed as a route to cohesive FL instruction that embraces the com-
plexity and ambiguity inherent in language use in cultural contexts (Allen, 2009; 
Allen & Paesani, 2010; Kern, 2000, 2002; Maxim, 2006; Swaffar & Arens, 2005), 
although to date this approach has not been emphasized in hybrid teaching and 
learning environments. In this framework, literacy is understood to encompass 
more than the ability to read and write, as Warner emphasizes: “The concept of 
literacy, as it is being defined in contemporary applied linguistics and L2 acquisi-
tion theory, places renewed emphasis on interpretation and critical awareness in 
language study, but it also maintains language use as an important objective of 
language study” (2011, p. 10). The textual and contextual nature of language is 
emphasized to promote students’ ability to engage a variety of discursive com-
munities in the target language, all of which might be deemed by some LPDs to be 
unrealistic in lower-division courses.

However, Kern (2000) offers a detailed roadmap of how this approach can be 
applied at foundational levels of instruction: Learners “design” meaning by de-
ploying known linguistic, social, and cultural resources (“Available Designs”) to 
engage a text (again, read the term text here in its broadest possible sense—verbal, 
audio-visual, graphic, and so on). Whether interpreting an existing text or creat-
ing a new one, learners engage in “designing” or shaping an emergent, recon-
textualized, and re-presented meaning (“The Redesigned”). Ultimately, learners 
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access, apply, and recycle concepts that are either already familiar to them from 
their own cultural experiences or that are presented to them from the target cul-
ture in order to engage and transform the FL text, gaining in the process what 
Warner calls “critical language awareness” (2011, p. 11).

To realize the conceptual sequence of a literacy-based approach (“designing” 
meaning by accessing “Available Designs” and applying them to generate “The 
Redesigned”), four pedagogical strategies—situated practice, overt instruction, 
critical framing, and transformed practice—have been articulated by the New 
London Group (1996) and further elaborated for the context of FL instruction by 
Kern (2000, 2002). Situated practice activities promote the spontaneous use of 
language while accessing Available Designs, which by contrast are analyzed func-
tionally and formally in overt instruction activities. The formal and functional 
analyses implicit in overt instruction activities encourage students to make use 
of Available Designs to construct meaning on their own and to develop critical 
language awareness and a metalanguage related to Available Designs. These analy-
ses include, but are not limited to, lexical, syntactic, discursive, and genre-based  
features. Critical framing activities encourage reflection on the question of  
contexts—communicative, social, and cultural—and their role in creating 
meaning in texts. These activities encourage students to distance themselves from 
the text and their own assumptions about it in order to promote deeper learning 
about both (López-Sánchez, 2009, p. 34). In this way, space is created for them to 
operate between languages and cultures, as is called for in the MLA report (2007).

Successful iterations of this pedagogical framework have been reported when 
approaching language and content integration in introductory- (Allen & Paesani, 
2010) and intermediate-level FL studies (Redmann, 2008; Schultz, 2004). Each of 
these reported successes was characterized by an emphasis on the interpretation 
and production of written texts, which is an inherent strength of a literacy-based 
approach (Byrnes, 2001; Byrnes, Maxim, & Norris, 2010; Kern, 2000). This atten-
tion to reading and writing development in introductory and intermediate courses 
stands in sharp contrast to the focus on oral and aural modalities and transac-
tional language use that characterize many (but not all) current instantiations 
of communicative approaches, which are ubiquitous in early-level FL instruction 
in postsecondary institutions in the United States (Allen, 2009; Byrnes, 2006; 
Kramsch, 2006). As the field debates the merits and drawbacks of these and other 
frameworks, LPDs continue to be faced with programmatic decisions specific to 
their own institutional contexts.

When considering the specific context of lower-level Spanish language studies 
in the United States, current social and historical circumstances dictate that institu-
tional and cultural issues unique to the study of Spanish must be taken into account. 
At the University of Kansas, the overwhelming majority of students (73 percent)  
report having no plans to continue their studies beyond the institutionally mandated 
FL requirements, which minimally include successful completion of fourth semester, 
or the last course in the basic language sequence; these students report choos-
ing Spanish because they have studied it previously in high school or they believe  
that speaking it will be useful to them in the future either professionally or socially 
(Rossomondo, 2012). This utilitarian motivation presents significant challenges 
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when determining pedagogical approaches and establishing learning outcomes that 
serve both this majority and the smaller but no less important group of major-track 
students (who either have already planned to study Spanish in greater depth or are 
motivated to do so based on their experiences in foundational classes). Although 
fully recognizing recent reconsiderations of communicative approaches to FL study  
(Allen, 2009; Allen & Paesani, 2010; Byrnes, 2006; Kramsch, 2006; Schultz, 2006; Swaffar, 
2006; Walther, 2007), this context demands that commensurate focus on oral and aural 
communication (even for instrumental purposes) must be targeted, especially given the 
fact that by the year 2050, just under one-third of the population of the United States 
will be of Hispanic origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Even the majority population of 
students who do not continue their Spanish-language study will have ample occasion 
to make use of the competencies (linguistic and cultural) that they are able to develop 
in the required FL language sequence to communicate in both professional and social 
contexts. I emphasize, however, that the distinctive place of Spanish in the United States 
should not be understood as an argument for an “instrumentalist” rather than a “con-
stitutive” approach to FL study, as is discussed in the MLA report (2007) and elsewhere. 
To the contrary, it leads us to consider how the two concepts should and can coexist. As 
Walther explains after relating the story of a former German student who made use of 
content knowledge garnered in an introductory class to land a job:

I have no problem with such instrumental uses of foreign 
language study. But no matter what reasons students may have 
for studying a foreign language and culture, it is crucial that they 
receive the kind of education that will make them truly literate 
users of language and better interpreters of the world around 
them (2007, p. 13).

This sentiment is in harmony with Acceso’s articulated learning outcomes, which 
seek to enhance the contribution of FL study to the general education of both 
groups of students—those who complete their studies after successfully completing 
the language requirement and those who continue their studies beyond the inter-
mediate level. Both groups develop an understanding of why and how target cul-
tural and intercultural awareness is critical for effective engagement with Spanish 
speakers, whether for the purpose of meeting their own professional and social goals 
with the Spanish language proficiency that can be achieved through the equivalent 
of four semesters of study or to be more broadly prepared for successful learning be-
yond the intermediate level. These learning outcomes are advanced through peda-
gogical strategies that comprise a literacy-based approach (situated practice, overt 
instruction, critical framing, and transformed practice) but are implemented in a 
hybrid learning environment in order to achieve contextualized language study in 
which learners are pushed to recognize and make sense of shifting cultural perspec-
tives and meanings while they develop the capacities to communicate these new 
understandings both in virtual and F2F contexts. By enveloping “the textual within 
the communicative” (Allen & Paesani, 2010, p. 134), Acceso addresses the language 
learning goals of both groups of Spanish learners. Furthermore, by implementing 
this type of instruction in a hybrid environment, as we will see in the next section, 
students benefit from the added value of further developing digital literacies.
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Acceso, Unit 1: Reflective Analysis of Content 
and Implementation
This final section of the chapter narrows its focus to exemplify how the pedagogi-
cal approaches and principles discussed earlier are actually implemented through 
Acceso’s hybrid learning environment. It should be noted that although the de-
scription below links Acceso’s content to a literacy-based methodology, its inherent 
flexibility allows for a wide variety of pedagogical applications. The analysis focuses 
narrowly on the implementation of the first of eight complete content units so as 
to offer a cohesive vision of Acceso’s approach. Each of the units features the same 
activity types, and although any of the eight units could have been featured, the 
first was chosen merely because it is both the students’ and the instructors’ first 
encounter with Acceso. To highlight the relevancy of Spanish to the students’ own 
cultural realities as Americans, this first unit explores functions and impacts of 
Spanish language use in the United States, examining the multiple linguistic and 
cultural identities of Americans of Latino heritage and immigrants from Spanish-
speaking countries. To be clear, only a very small percentage of the third semester 
students that use these materials at the University of Kansas are heritage Spanish 
learners themselves, but all students will likely be in contact with the Spanish lan-
guage and fellow citizens of Hispanic origin in their future professional and social 
lives. The computer-mediated activities and assignments described herein are im-
plemented during the first six weeks of intermediate-level Spanish study.5 Although 
such texts and activities could be and have been used at higher levels of instruction, 
it is important to keep in mind that expectations for the students’ engagement of 
the material are informed both by the developmental level of their linguistic reper-
toire and by their more advanced analytical capabilities. As their linguistic develop-
ment progresses throughout the two-semester sequence, so do the expectations for 
the extent to which they are able to engage the content in Spanish.

The first activity (Aperturas or Openings) is a unit opener that structures learner en-
gagement with an authentic text to foreshadow and problematize the themes explored 
in the unit. The text is a newspaper article from the Spanish newspaper El País, titled 
“Más speak Spanish en Estados Unidos que en España” or “More speak Spanish in the 
U.S. than in Spain.” Before engaging the text, students work collaboratively (with the in-
structor’s guidance) to generate a list of ideas about the potential content and structure of 
the newspaper article, thus beginning the process of accessing Available Designs. The stu-
dents then engage a multimodal Flash presentation of the article, which synchs the text 
with images that facilitate surface-level comprehension and an audio track of a Dominican 
American reading the text to enhance comprehension and model pronunciation.  
Next they move on to situated practice in small groups, through which they collabora-
tively read a glossed version of the same text that defines or offers higher frequency 

5It is useful for readers to understand that students at the University of Kansas enrolled in third-semester 
Spanish have studied an average of three to five years of Spanish before beginning postsecondary studies. 
Many of these students also completed an intensive introductory or review course before beginning the 
course that is described here. Students who place directly into the third- and fourth-semester courses 
score in the range of 350 to 440 on the WebCAPE foreign language placement exam.
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synonyms for difficult lexical items and idiomatic expressions and signals active vo-
cabulary words and grammatical structures targeted in the unit; one member of the 
group makes a list of these targeted words and grammatical structure to be used in 
a subsequent phase of the activity. The 800-word article is divided into four sections, 
each followed by comprehension or noticing questions that provide immediate feed-
back using a tutorial CALL tool (see Figure 11-1 for an example demonstrating how 
this phase of the activity functions as both overt instruction and situated practice). 
After an opportunity to consult with the instructor to clarify any sections of the text 

Figure 11-1. Screenshot of a portion of Unit 1, Aperturas. When the students 
hover over a word or phrase in green, an explanatory gloss appears. Active 
vocabulary words and their derivatives appear in bold text, and links to 
external contextual information appear in blue. Students work in small 
groups to engage the text, pausing to complete noticing activities that 
provide automatic feedback.
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that remain unclear to them, small groups of students work together to answer 
discussion question designed to promote critical framing and (to a certain extent) 
transformed practice because students are encouraged to make use of language from 
the text section assigned to them to formulate their written answers. These answers 
are then projected so that the rest of the class can read and comment on them, both 
with respect to content and to specific vocabulary and grammar structures (e.g., an-
swers to the situated practice questions allow for a review of the conjugation of pres-
ent tense verbs). The instructor then brings the class session to a close by elaborating 
on the answers (refocusing when necessary) and explaining how themes touched on 
in the article (e.g., expansion of Spanish language use in the United States, the anxi-
ety and pride that such expansion generates among different groups, reflection on 
aspects of the Latino experience and contributions to U.S. culture) foreshadow the 
content that will be explored in the unit. Before leaving class, the students answer 
an online poll question via text message: “Is the U.S. a Spanish-speaking country?” 
Their answers along with those of students in other sections (generally 400 per se-
mester) are tabulated and revealed during the next class meeting.

The next activity type, called Voces or Voices, is designed to provide oppor-
tunities to work with video-based interviews, in which native speakers of a given 
region offer a variety of perspectives on the themes explored in each unit. All of 
the interviewees are Spanish speakers from the campus community. The Voces 
sections also include a limited description of the characteristics of Spanish spoken in 
the region in focus—in the case of the first unit, Spanglish. Before attending class, the 
students watch brief video clips of the interviews that are structured in a tutorial CALL 
question-and-answer format to both verify initial comprehension and to commu-
nicate expectations for their level of comprehension, as exemplified in Figure 11-2; 
students also access a contextual support article in English about Spanglish. In 
class, the students work together to analyze excerpts from transcripts of the inter-
views in order to respond to critical framing questions, which then ultimately lead 
to a concept-building activity. For example, a theme that emerges in several of the 
interviews relates to the experience of “living between cultures.” Students analyze 
the transcripts to identify textual evidence related to this concept in order to ar-
rive at a Spanish-language working definition of what it means to live between 
cultures and to assess the phenomenon’s perceived positive and negative aspects. 
On the following class day, the focus shifts to Spanglish, a linguistic code common 
to Hispanic communities in the United States. Using authentic examples of Span-
glish use culled from the Web, the students collaborate to interpret meanings and 
to discuss the necessity of understanding multiple linguistic systems and cultural 
contexts in order to communicate using Spanglish. They then divide into three 
large groups, two of which construct a brief written rationale for one of two dis-
tinct perspectives on Spanglish: (a) Spanglish is nothing more than language mix-
ing that can lead to the degradation of Spanish language use in the United States 
or (b) Spanglish constitutes valid linguistic innovation that results from the ex-
pressive needs of a community that “lives between cultures.” The third group (that 
continues to work on more Spanglish interpretation activities while the other two 
groups construct their arguments) then listens to the presentations of these argu-
ments and explains orally which argument is more convincing and why.
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The next activities in the learning cycle, Almanaque or Almanac, consist of 
focused explorations of a wide range of present-day cultural phenomena and make 
use of a variety of texts to motivate guided, web-based research and collaboration 
inside and outside of the classroom. Almanaque activities are also characterized 
by the systematic inclusion of overt instruction activities that provide structured 
analysis and practice of targeted grammatical structures.6

In one such activity, students review and practice comprehending and produc-
ing large numbers and expressing percentages to analyze graphically represented 
demographic information about Spanish-speakers in the United States. To answer 
a series of demographic questions, the students complete a group webquest that 
explores the U.S. Census Bureau’s Spanish language website (http://2010.census.
gov/espanol/). At the end of the class period, the results of the poll from the first 

Figure 11-2. Screenshot of Unit 1, Voces. Video clips are embedded 
within comprehension questions that direct students to listen for specific 
information during preparation outside of class. In class, students analyze 
transcripts of more extended discourse through guided activities.

6For the sake of brevity, only three such activities are discussed here in detail, but to date, there are 
three others: one is a structured comparison of Spanish language and English print and television 
commercials for the same or similar products, another focuses on the concept of chicanidad and 
features a web search for examples of Chicano cultural production and culminates in group presenta-
tions of the findings using amplify.com, and a third investigates the target audience and program-
ming of the Spanish-language television channel Univisión.
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day of class (“Is the U.S. a Spanish-speaking country?”) are revealed and discussed 
in a situated practice activity, through which students reconsider or defend their 
initial votes.

Another activity asks students to consider the terms “Hispano/Hispanic” and 
“Latino” by analyzing graphically represented data from the Pew Hispanic Center 
that report the opinions and preferences of U.S. Spanish speakers with respect to 
using labels to self-identify. Before coming to class, they also read a brief article 
in English that explores the history and political implications of the two terms. In 
class, the students access Available Designs in small groups to complete a critical 
framing activity that requires them to engage several Spanish-language discussion 
forum posts about the terms “Hispanic” and “Latinos” to make connections with 
the Pew Center information and the background articles. Then in an instructor-
led overt instruction activity with the whole class, they analyze specific ele-
ments of the language used in the posts (comparisons of inequality and equality).  
Through situated practice, the students collaborate to create conceptual maps of 
the two terms that explore their “linguistic baggage”; the conceptual maps are 
ultimately used in a transformed practice writing activity in which the students 
compare and contrast the terms by using the grammatical structure in focus (e.g., 
more older citizens express strong opinions than younger citizens).

In another Almanaque activity that returns to the concept of living between 
two languages and cultures, the students get to know a young Mexican American 
singer and songwriter by watching several Spanish-language music videos and in-
terviews that are embedded in the site before coming to class. Class time is divided 
between situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing, and transformed 
practice. Students begin with the situated practice activity of sharing their oral 
reactions to the artist and his music. The instructor then transitions into an overt 
instruction activity that introduces the targeted grammar point (ser vs. estar) 
through which students make observations about the singer and his music. The 
students are then guided to consider how the concept of living between cultures is 
manifested implicitly in the artist’s music and explicitly in the interviews through 
a critical framing activity. They then examine his Twitter feed and Facebook page, 
making note of the language use of the artist and his fans (ser vs. estar, Spanish, 
English, Spanglish) in another overt instruction activity. Through accessing Avail-
able Designs based on their own experiences as well as the language use modeled 
in the previous phase, the students then redesign texts by creating a tweet or a 
Facebook wall post in Spanish; those who wish to do so then have the option of 
posting their messages.7 The singer himself has tweeted responses to the students 
each semester since the activity has been implemented, thus demonstrating how 
Web 2.0 tools facilitate communication CALL and serve to empower students to 
use their emerging Spanish language skills and cultural understanding to become 
participatory members of the speech communities about which they are learning.

The pedagogical decision to explore current cultural realities before introduc-
ing activities that feature historical perspectives was made so that contemporary 

7Posting the message is optional in compliance with institutional regulations.
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conditions might serve to stimulate interest in the historical circumstances and 
events that have led to them. In the Sucesos or Happenings activities, the stu-
dents learn about history that is critical to understanding the social realities of the 
present Latino or Hispanic experience in the United States. Students read brief 
Spanish-language summaries of key events and engage interactive timelines with 
embedded authentic media, which were created and are updated using the hybrid-
ization tool dippity.com. The timelines include information about the history of 
the southwestern United States, the historical context for waves of immigration 
from other countries, and outstanding contributions to U.S. culture and history 
by Spanish-speaking Americans. The class activity blends situated practice and  
overt instruction as the students decide together and express which of the 
historical events have had more impact on the Latino experience (and why) by 
using the unit’s grammar and vocabulary.

Each unit also includes Un paso más, or One Step Further, activities that pro-
vide opportunities to engage a variety of genres of literary texts that reflect themes 
explored in the unit. In the first unit, students read excerpts from Junot Diaz’s 
Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. Before 
coming to class, students watch an appearance by the author on the satirical tele-
vision program The Colbert Report in which the host suggests that the novel is 
in fact an autobiography. They also watch a Spanish-language interview from a 
local New York City–based Spanish-language television channel. The students are 
directed to notice how the author interacts as a native speaker in both linguistic 
contexts. During class time, the students collaborate in small groups to read and  
analyze selected segments of the text. This analysis takes place primarily in 
Spanish, although English-language use is permitted to clarify specific observa-
tions that students are unable to effectively express in Spanish. Through providing 
written answers to guided critical framing questions (in Spanish), they consider 
the question of genre and genre-mixing (novel, memoir, and autobiography), lan-
guage use (code switching), and the theme of marginalization. After sharing and 
discussing the answers, the whole class transitions into a situated practice activity 
that asks them to share their impressions of the text and their ideas about shifting 
between multiple identities in their own lives.

The final activity type of the unit, Perspectivas, is more experiential in ap-
proach in order to encourage students to consider a social issue from more than 
one perspective so that they are able to clarify and articulate their own beliefs. 
For Unit 1, students complete two such activities that address the topic of im-
migration. The first activity explores political implications of the “melting pot” 
or “salad bowl” metaphors as they relate to concepts of acculturation, assimila-
tion, and multiculturalism. The students prepare by working through a series of 
CALL-mediated vocabulary-building activities, reading brief explanations of the 
metaphors in Spanish, and then watching two short videos that exemplify the two 
perspectives. In a structured class debate, they make use of the first unit’s gram-
mar points (present tense verbs, the contrast between ser and estar, comparisons 
of equality and inequality, expressing large numbers and percentages, periphrastic 
future) and active vocabulary to explore the two approaches to describing U.S. 
society.
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The second Perspectivas activity confronts the controversial topic of undocu-
mented immigration into the United States, reemphasizing that to this point the 
content explored in the unit focuses on Spanish-speaking U.S. citizens. Before 
coming to class, the students watch an archived episode of the television program 
30 Days, produced by documentary filmmaker Morgan Spurlock. The Spanish- 
and English-language episode chronicles the experiences of Frank George, a 
Spanish-speaking Minuteman from Arizona, who goes to live with a family of un-
documented immigrants in Los Angeles for 30 days. Before watching the episode, 
the students are made aware that, in class, they will participate in an activity that 
mimics the format of a reality show reunion; each student is assigned the role of a 
documentary participant, moderator, or audience member and conducts directed 
web-based research (links for each role are provided) on their assumed perspec-
tives before coming to class.

The decision to have students assume assigned roles and perspectives was 
made to avoid potential conflicts in class in recognition of the contentious nature 
of the topic. It was also thought that representing an assigned perspective would 
alleviate a certain amount of the frustration that the students’ limited linguistic 
abilities would inevitably occasion if they attempted to articulate their own nu-
anced points of view. Consequently, by making use of their research and observa-
tions about the documentary, each student prepares a brief statement written in 
Spanish from the perspective of their assigned role that follows a prescribed struc-
ture and includes active vocabulary and grammatical structures targeted through-
out the unit. Upon arriving in class and before the simulation begins, the students 
collaborate in an overt instruction activity that provides structure and guidance 
for editing and improving the language use and content of their original prepared 
statements. This revision process results in condensed and refined versions of the 
statements, which are then read aloud during the introductions of the “reunion 
show” participants. The activity then transitions into an oral situated practice ac-
tivity, through which the students question and clarify the differing perspectives 
that they have been assigned to represent.

Conclusions and Future Directions
This description of Acceso’s creation and implementation is intended to provide a 
model of how meaningful content and language study can be integrated in lower-
level FL study in a hybrid learning context. As we have seen, all categories of CALL 
are used to facilitate the teaching and learning needs of a larger Spanish-language 
program that serves students with distinct needs and goals. All appreciate cost 
savings and accessibility enabled through the OER, and the majority report that 
they perceive their own learning to be enhanced by the content and interaction 
enabled in a hybrid environment (Rossomondo, 2012). Although the benefits of 
integrating critical analysis of meaningful content and reflective language learn-
ing among the pre-majors are self-evident, the contributions of such an approach 
to the general education of the students who are completing an FL requirement 
cannot be understated. By engaging FL study in this way, at a minimum these 
students can begin “to comprehend speakers of the target language as members 
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of foreign societies and to grasp themselves as Americans—that is, as members 
of a society that is foreign to others . . . [and] to relate to fellow members of their 
own society who speak languages other than English” (MLA, 2007, pp. 3–4). This 
awareness better positions them for the future in any profession that they choose.

Although developing such curricula present significant challenges, the  
Acceso project demonstrates how intra-institutional collaboration can benefit all 
stakeholders. With respect to extra-institutional sharing and collaboration, the 
openness enabled by web-based technologies presents opportunities that we have 
only begun to explore and allows us to practice “hybridity” in new and exciting 
ways. To date, several institutions and numerous individual instructors at both 
secondary and postsecondary levels currently make use of the open-access mate-
rials either to structure or to supplement their own intermediate-level learning 
sequences. Most of these instructors have collaborated to suggest revisions to ex-
isting content and alternative strategies for implementing the content in a variety 
of educational settings (e.g., advanced high school courses, upper-division junior 
college courses, conversation courses at the advanced intermediate level).

However, the long-term vision for the project includes sustained extra-
institutional collaboration with LPDs, instructors, and graduate students at other 
programs resulting in ever-evolving content inspired by their own research interests 
and experiences. The hybrid and web-based format provides limitless space to 
house expanded content for each of the seven activity types described in any of the 
eight learning units. To be sure, a wider selection of content would allow for far 
more flexible selection and sequencing of activities, so as to enable exploration of 
alternate themes and issues relevant to the Spanish-speaking world.8 Other insti-
tutions of higher learning are enthusiastically welcomed to join Acceso’s mission 
to enhance the experience and the impact of hybrid learning and teaching Spanish 
at earlier levels of instruction.
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Appendix 11-A. Targeted Learning Outcomes for Acceso

Upon successful completion of the fourth semester of foundational Spanish 
studies, students are able to

(1)	 Comprehend the main ideas of a variety of genres of authentic written 
texts directed at a general audience, and with guidance be able to ana-
lyze more nuanced aspects of the texts with respect to language use in 
its cultural context.

(2)	 Comprehend Spanish language use that is directed at them and be 
able to understand the main ideas of spoken language intended for a  
native audience; more importantly, students will develop the ability to 
identify specific areas of misunderstanding and request clarification  
to facilitate comprehension.
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(3)	 Communicate their ideas both orally and in writing in such a way that 
native speakers unaccustomed to non-native Spanish will be able to 
comprehend these ideas, though this spoken and written language use 
will be far from error-free. Students develop and perform a formal oral 
presentation to share insights based on their final research projects.

(4)	 Develop and refine their ability to write effectively in Spanish through 
guided journal writing and a structured, process-oriented approach to 
formal composition. Students develop a 1,000-word paper informed 
by guided research into a topic of personal interest that relates to the 
content of the course. The KU Core Curriculum goals of promoting 
the development of critical thinking skills, written communication, 
and the ability to integrate knowledge into new ways of thinking are 
advanced through this process.

(5)	 Demonstrate broad cultural awareness of the Spanish-speaking world 
and the ability to relate this awareness to their understanding of their 
own cultural experiences in written work and through class activities. 
This outcome fosters a respect for human diversity and promotes an 
expanding cultural understanding and global awareness, as articulated 
by the KU Core Curriculum.

(6)	 Demonstrate the ability to analyze social issues from more than one 
perspective through the development of cultural sensitivity and more 
nuanced critical thinking skills. This intellectual development is 
demonstrated through the successful realization of the final research 
project, which serves as a comprehensive capstone assignment for the 
entire foundational sequence.

(7)	 Use technology to access the virtual Spanish-speaking world indepen-
dently and effectively in order to broaden their range of information 
sources, which also serves to promote critical and creative thinking as 
well as digital fluency.
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