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Abstract

This paper will describe the evolution and usage of the Language Box, a simple, Web 2.0-style learning and teaching repository, which was designed and developed using direct input from the language teaching community. The Language Box was the focus of a JISC-funded project (Faroes) which sought, through the deployment of a simple, Web 2.0 enhanced teaching and learning repository, to foster a culture of resource sharing within the Modern Foreign Languages community in the UK, and to explore issues around the use and re-use of open educational resources by both teachers and learners. The initial creation of the Language Box was informed by the work of several previous repository projects focusing on the Languages community (JISC –funded L20, Claret, and MURLLO projects), which found that language teachers were enthusiastic about sharing their digital teaching and learning resources in a repository, but in practice, rarely did so. The Language Box sought to incorporate some of the best practice features of Web 2.0 sites in an attempt to use the successful social and technical elements of these sites to minimise the barriers to resource sharing within the language teaching community. Further technical development of the Language Box took place in direct response to input from the Modern Foreign Languages community through workshops held over the space of one year, and the repository has now become a living space designed for language teachers by language teachers. A pilot study analysing usage of the Language Box by both teachers and students reveals that while teachers still have misgivings about sharing and re-using educational material, students are much more willing to embrace these concepts. The paper will conclude with some indications of how the project team intends to develop the Language Box further and expand the community that has built up around it.
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1. Introduction and background
The Language Box was the focus of a JISC-funded
 project (Faroes)
 which sought, through the deployment of a simple, Web 2.0-enhanced teaching and learning repository, to foster a culture of resource sharing within the Modern Foreign Languages community in the UK, and to explore the issues around the use and re-use of open educational resources. The project was the latest focus of an ongoing collaboration between the Schools of Electronics and Computer Science
, and of Modern Languages
, at the University of Southampton, the Subject Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies
, and the University of Portsmouth
, and the community of Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) practitioners around the UK. 

This diverse project team united modern languages teachers and technical experts in working on a number of projects exploring issues around the storing and sharing of language learning resources in a dedicated community repository. These projects (JISC-funded L20: Sharing Language Learning Objects
, CLAReT
  and Faroes; Edu-serv funded MURLLO
) had two broad areas of investigation: the specific technical and metadata tagging requirements of a digital repository for the language-teaching community; and the development of initiatives for sharing, re-purposing, reviewing and editing of learning resources in the area of language teaching. All of the projects required an online space for storing digital content – a repository.
The early projects took a successful research repository, ePrints
, which had been developed at Southampton, and began by adapting it to be a teaching and learning repository. This resulted in the creation of CLARe (Contextualised Learning Activity Repository), see Figure 1, below.
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Figure 1. CLARe

Feedback from the testing of this initial repository revealed that users liked the idea of sharing materials in this way, but in practice, experienced significant obstacles to using CLARe, including:

· users felt that there was too much metadata. They neither wanted to write so much when they uploaded files, nor wanted to read so much when deciding what to download and use in their own teaching. 

· Users wanted to engage with the resources they found and record how they had used the material, and they wanted to see how others had used resources, and they were concerned about how the quality of resources could be regulated.

· They were more interested in the pedagogic assets than the learning objects, because they could edit them easily to be appropriate for their own teaching context.

Learning from Web 2.0

At the same time as these research projects were moving forward, Web culture was changing too – social networking websites such as YouTube
 and Flickr
 took off and became embedded in the public consciousness. Educators were also realising that some of the key affordances of Web 2.0 could enhance the educational experience for students and teachers (McLoughlin and Lee, 2007).  The project team realised that some of the best elements of the Web 2.0 world could be used in the design of the repository to respond to user feedback on CLARe and look towards addressing some of the issues that made teachers reluctant to share their teaching materials. In particular, the project team were impressed by the way that communities formed organically around Web 2.0 sites and maintained and regulated them through their engagement. The team were keen to learn from the technical factors which seemed to encourage this, for example: ease of publication to the web; structures which support personal engagement with a community of users, such as an enhanced profile page or space for user comments; personal lists of ‘most viewed’ or ‘most downloaded’ or bookmarking of favourites, and a determinedly open look and feel which encourages sharing of information and files.
The Language Box

In the development of the The LanguageBox repository, the project team hoped to address many of the issues raised by the language teaching community through the previous projects, and to incorporate key features from Web 2.0 sites. The key features in the design of the repository are:

· a consciously open look and feel which allows anyone to register for an account (and then to download and upload resources freely, and comment on others’ resources). Site visitors can explore, without registering, and can see resources which have been openly published by their authors.

· A simple and user-friendly interface which requires no large amount of technical knowledge or learning time before resources can be uploaded or downloaded.

· Resources can be published direct to the web, thus creating an easy way of getting digital resources online. Users can then be directed to a unique URL.

· It is possible to preview all resources quickly and effectively on a specially-designed preview screen.

· No complex content packaging is required, which means that users have immediate and direct access to resources

· Registered users can leave comments on individual resources.

· There is minimal metadata for users to complete when uploading their own files, but the interface maximises the amount of information which downloaders can see when browsing resources.

· Language Box operates an attitude to IPR and copyright which comes from position of trust not suspicion – through the use of Creative Commons
 licences.

· A relaxed approach to ideas of quality: acceptance that teaching and learning content is not designed to last forever, but is designed to be ephemeral and adaptable, and may exist in draft form – but still have value to other users. This can be regulated by the community.

· Users can create their own version of the resource by adding files or editing it to suit their own teaching context.
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Figure 2. Language Box

2. Case study of usage
The UK MFL community had informed the initial development of the Language Box (LB) and they continued to shape it through their usage of the site.  However, despite enthusiasm about LB’s Web 2.0-style features, the teaching community has been slow to use these features in practice. The project team sought to explore whether students, as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) would react to LB in the same way. Students are increasingly being seen as both consumer and  producer (‘prosumer’) in higher education. With this idea in mind, LB was opened to a small group of students of Spanish at the University of Portsmouth with the aim of exploring their attitudes towards the production and sharing of educational content, and analysing their level of engagement with the community building features in the Language Box. 
17 students were given access to LB and were required to conduct a series of non-assessed voluntary individual and group-based tasks for a one month period. These involved: identifying, using and evaluating resources available in LB relevant to their course; designing exercises and linking them to existing LB resources (e.g. comprehension questions for videos or podcasts); and developing a range of grammar and vocabulary exercises  related to their course content using appropriate software (they used Hot Potatoes)
. 

Two two-hour training sessions were offered to participants to familiarize them with LB and Hot Potatoes. Student-generated exercises covering specific course content were uploaded onto LB by students themselves so these could be used and evaluated by their peers using the LB comments feature. Additional teacher support and guidance was available to students in the form of on demand face-to-face and online tutorials, as well as feedback on student-produced exercises using the comments area. 
Student attitudes to LB in general, their perceived benefits to the learning process, and their working preferences (i.e. collaborative versus individual work) were tested by means of an online questionnaire, face-to-face interviews and monitoring of online activity within LB. 
Due to the size of the sample, conclusions on students’ attitudes are inevitably tentative. Nevertheless, evidence suggests that for those who participated actively in the scheme, the overall experience was positive:

· Students “enjoyed making the activities” and “found that this was a very good learning experience”
· “Making the exercises helped me to remember the topic better…”

· “I found the Language Box really useful…making the exercises on hot potatoes…widened my vocabulary a lot and I think it improved my grammar as I had to try and get it perfect because other

students would be using them”
The research team also noted that students felt comfortable leaving comments on others’ work, and in several cases, author, reviewer, and tutor comments formed a mini blog-style conversation evaluating and enhancing the original resource.

3. Conclusions

Initial evidence suggests that while the MFL teaching community engaged enthusiastically in the development phase of the LB, and there is a rising number of practitioners exploring its potential, current levels of usage do not seem to reflect the initial enthusiasm perceived by the project team. Paradoxically, the low usage level by teachers does not relate so much to engagement with educational content (some resources in the LB have a high number hits and downloads), but rather to their lack of engagement with community building features such as leaving comments on the resources they explored and/or downloaded. The re-uploading level of repurposed resources is also very low. 
In contrast, students on a pilot study seemed to engage with community building features much more enthusiastically, making extensive use of them and commenting positively on the different aspects of their experience. 
Engagement with the teaching and learning community continues under the OneShare project through the creation of language specific focus groups for MFL teachers to foster collaboration across institutions and by further exploring student’s attitudes piloting the integration the LB into the delivery of more MFL courses.   
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‘We are running a workshop on the 19th of February. If you are interested
and would like to come along please register interest at
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We've recently had a massive update.Check out the new look profile page
and the beta release of the Manage Deposits page.

‘The Language Box is a new way of storing, managing and publishing your
teaching resources on the web. Share handouts, exercises, podcasts, videos
and anything else you can imagine!

Sign up for a free account, or take a look at what's already inside.
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Pancho introduces his family.(LO)

Item Type: Learning Object 60 Kb

Description: Text in Spanish: a Mexican young man introduces e e
himself and describes his family. 55Kb

Keywords: Personal-information, family G IEERD

Completion time: 15 Minutes

Level of Task Difficulty: Beginner

Level: Breakthrough 1- 3
Native Language: ‘Spanish/Espafiol
Language of Task Instructions: British English

Pedagogic  Activity-based
Type:

Task Reading comprehension; vocabulary expansion; writing skills (numbers)
Purpose:

Subject or  Spanish Language: reading comprehension / writing

Ski

Area(s):

Associated Self-correcting exercise

Scaffolding:

Description You will practise your reading comprehension skills in relation to: saying who you
for Learner: are and talking about your family, as well as practising spelling numbers in Spanish.

Pedagogical Assets: pod-text.doc
Authors/Creators:  Arrebola, Miguel
Copyright Holder:  University of Portsmouth
Date: 24 April 2007




