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Abstract: 

Institutions are increasingly turning towards online foreign language courses, yet 

there are almost no guidelines for their development and implementation. 

Because there is significant research on online education and instructed second 

language acquisition (SLA)—but very little on the intersection of the two—this 

article emphasizes the importance of considering research from both fields for 

the successful design of online foreign language instruction. Empirical evidence 

from distance and blended learning, applied linguistics, and SLA research is 

considered as the article presents four guiding principles of online foreign 

language course design:1) follow principles of SLA; 2) establish a sense of 

community; 3) choose relevant and appropriate technology and content; and 4) 

provide students and instructors with adequate training. The discussion of the 

third principle includes an overview of the technological and pedagogical 

options available for online courses and makes specific recommendations for 

teachers, administrators, and designers. This section includes a discussion of 

Learning Management Systems (LMS) and web-conferencing software; a review 

of the research on computer-mediated communication (CMC) as well as 

information on how to choose appropriate tools to facilitate CMC; a discussion of 

how to incorporate relevant audio and video into online courses; and a 

discussion on simulations and virtual worlds. All of these recommendations are 



based on educational, educational technology, and second language research 

findings on how to maximize language learning. 

Key words: Online learning, foreign language, technology, second language 

acquisition, course development. 

1. Introduction 

For the past twenty years instruction has been moving out of the traditional 

classroom and into online learning environments, (1) and with this shift towards 

virtual learning has come significant research on what works (and what doesn't) 

in online learning and teaching. At the same time, the past twenty years have 

seen an explosion of empirical research in the fields of applied linguistics and 

second language acquisition (SLA), giving foreign language instructors new 

pedagogical strategies, goals, and frameworks. However, there has not been a lot 

of overlap between the two domains. While there are now degrees, departments, 

and even entire universities that only exist in cyberspace, online foreign 

language courses are often developed and offered without sufficient 

consideration of pedagogically sound practices for online learning or research 

findings from the field of SLA. 

This article is intended to serve as a guide for institutions, administrators, and 

teachers interested in developing online language courses. Beginning with a 

discussion of the empirical research on online learning and second language 

acquisition, it will propose four guiding principles for online language courses as 

well as practical considerations, resources, and concrete examples of successful 

online practices. The article will emphasize how foreign language instructors can 



make the most of the Internet to create innovative courses that provide learners 

with opportunities for language learning that reach beyond those possible in a 

traditional classroom. 

2. Guiding principles 

2.1. Follow established principles of SLA 

To have any hope of success, online language courses must follow empirically 

established principles, which have been discussed repeatedly in the SLA 

literature (see, e.g., Doughty & Long, 2003a; Gass & Selinker, 2001; Hinkel, 2005). 

Despite this, we think a brief review of these principles would be a logical place 

to begin our discussion, as they serve as the cornerstones of all effective 

instructed SLA, including instruction outside of the traditional classroom. 

Provide sufficient input 

Even when theorists disagree about how the SLA process works, they all 

maintain that without sufficient input —i.e., exposure to the target language—

people will not acquire a second language. Input provides positive evidence of 

the correct formulations of the target language so that learners can form 

hypotheses about how it works (Doughty & Varela, 1998; Gass, 1998, 2003; 

Oliver, 1995; Spada & Lightbown, 1993; VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993; Williams & 

Evans, 1998). However, not all input can be processed by second language (L2) 

learners, and genuine discourse (2) from fluent speakers may be too complex for 

learners, especially at the lower levels. In order to facilitate instructed SLA, 

several researchers have proposed modifications of L2 input in order to make it 



“comprehensible” (Gass, 2003) and “noticeable” (Schmidt, 1990; Ellis, 1991). This 

does not mean, though, that input should be simplified. Empirical evidence has 

shown that elaborated input (i.e., input that has been expanded to clarify 

potentially troublesome structures) is more beneficial for learners than simplified 

input (Oh, 2001; Parker & Chaudron, 1987; Yano, Long & Ross, 1994). In 

addition, enhanced input (i.e., input that has been made more salient for learners 

through highlighting or other emphasis) has been shown, in some cases, to 

improve learner noticing of target language forms (Chapelle, 1998; Sharwood-

Smith, 1993). Online courses can accommodate a variety of input that can then be 

tailored to an individual learner's needs and learning style. 

Provide opportunities for output and interaction 

Input alone is not sufficient for acquisition—learners also need opportunities to 

produce pushed output , as illustrated by the studies conducted in French 

immersion programs in Canada (Swain, 1985, 1995; Swain & Lapkin, 1995). This 

research revealed that second language learners were unable to attain target-like 

competence despite many hours of exposure to multiple and rich forms of input. 

The researchers concluded that through output learners test and correct their 

hypotheses about how the language works and develop automaticity (Gass, 1997; 

Swain, 1995). Empirical evidence has also shown that when all treatments are 

equal, learners acquire language more quickly when they are pushed to produce 

it (Izumi, 2002). 

Although students can produce output in many ways (e.g., in writing, through 

elicited imitation, by reading dialogues), in order to learn to communicate 



effectively , learners must interact in the target language. The Interaction 

Hypothesis (Long, 1996) states that interactive tasks facilitate second language 

acquisition because they connect input, attention, and output in a productive 

way. Through interaction, learners receive negative evidence and feedback, both 

of which require them to make multiple adjustments to their discourse as they 

communicate. An online language course that includes communicative 

competence among its learning goals would then clearly benefit from activities 

that promote students' interaction with one another, as well as with other 

speakers of the target language, as much as possible. 

Provide feedback 

In addition to input and output, it is accepted among SLA researchers that 

learners also require corrective feedback on their emerging language systems 

(Carroll & Swain, 1993; Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Trahey & White, 1993) and 

research has shown that feedback is more effective when it is immediate 

(Tomasello & Herron, 1989). There is less agreement about how exactly to go 

about error correction. Corrective feedback can be provided in a continuum from 

complete, explicit correction of all TL errors to providing implicit feedback by for 

example recasting problematic utterances. Although the decision of how and 

when to provide feedback is very context-dependent and linked to other 

pedagogic choices, one approach that works well for online courses is Focus on 

Form (FonF) (Doughty & Williams, 1998; Long, 1999). FonF argues that for error 

correction to be effective, students' attention should be shifted to linguistic form 

after they are already engaged in meaning, and not before. That is, learners' 

attention should be drawn to an error when it is interfering with their 



communicative tasks, making FonF an individualized approach to feedback. One 

advantage to online instruction is the ability to include activities that provide 

students with immediate feedback that targets their own personal errors while 

they are engaged in communication, providing the ideal conditions for effective 

feedback., 

2.2. Establish a sense of community in the online foreign language classroom 

A sense of community, which Rovai (2002b) defines as “connectedness, cohesion, 

spirit, trust, and interdependence among members” (p. 201), is essential for 

participants in all online classes. Early online courses tended to transfer 

traditional classroom content directly to the online environment, with isolated 

students using the Internet to complete what was essentially a correspondence 

course. After analyzing student performance and experience in one of these early 

courses offered through the British Open University, Wegerif (1998) determined 

that a sense of belonging to a virtual community correlated highly with student 

success. Numerous subsequent studies have identified a positive relationship 

between participants' perception of belonging to an online community and their 

success in and satisfaction with online courses (Brown, 2001; Liu, et. al. 2007; Ni 

& Aust, 2008; Sadera, et. al., 2009; Swan & Shea, 2005). In addition, we can find 

multiple texts that suggest methods for fostering this online sense of community 

such as requiring students to meet mandatory participation requirements, 

providing multiple communication tools, maintaining an active instructor 

presence, and providing frequent and meaningful feedback (i.e. Brown, 2001; 

Hill et. al., 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 2002a). 



If a sense of community is important for online classes, it is a must for foreign 

language online courses. To maximize opportunities for acquisition, online 

foreign language courses must include a social space so that students can interact 

in the target language through tasks that require collaboration (Fleming et. al., 

2002; White, 2006). According to Liu, et al ., “[c]ommunities cannot develop on 

their own without careful planning, continued support, and intentional tasks and 

activities” (2007, p. 22), and many online instructors have difficulty doing so 

(Zhang & Walls, 2006). Online instructors must be engaged in the virtual 

classroom themselves to promote student participation (Morris & Finnegan 2008; 

Ni & Aust, 2008). One of the benefits of online language instruction is that 

students can actually have more opportunities for output and interaction than in 

a face-to-face course because they can communicate with more than just their 

instructors and fellow students. Students can interact in public or private chat 

rooms with native speakers (Tudini, 2003), work with native speaking tutors 

(Hampel & Stickler, 2005), or participate in a student-student exchange with 

English as a foreign language learners at a different institution (O'Rourke, 2005). 

3. Maximize the benefits of the Internet by choosing relevant and appropriate 

course content and technological tools 

When developing online courses, it is important to keep in mind that we are not 

designing curricula and materials to compensate for the “disadvantages” of 

online teaching, but rather to maximize the benefits that working via the Internet 

can bring to the learning experience. As Newlin and Wang (2002) point out, “if 

educators develop Web instruction solely as a means of changing student access, 

they have missed the point about using the Web as an instructional tool” (p. 329). 



For example, online students have the world at their fingertips—they can access 

target-language discourse from a seemingly limitless pool, making it easy to 

forgo traditional textbooks, which can be poor choices for facilitating SLA 

because they lack authentic input and emphasize language-as-object (Long, 2007, 

p. 125). Before identifying the content for an online course, instructors and 

administrators should determine the purpose of the course and what types of 

online materials would be most useful (see Long, 2005; Long & Norris, 2000, for a 

discussion of the importance of a needs analysis before designing any foreign 

language program). 

Another advantage of online courses is the ability to incorporate a wide variety 

of synchronous, asynchronous, and multimedia-based tools (Menchaca & Bekele, 

2008). However, while it is tempting to include all of the latest web-based 

resources, online instructors must choose tools that have demonstrated their 

utility in the SLA process. That is, instructors should select tools that give 

students opportunities for output and interaction, increase students' exposure to 

the target language, make target-language input more salient, and provide 

students with appropriate feedback. The following discussion provides 

recommendations and guidelines for choosing technological components of 

online courses, from learning management systems to web-based exercises. 

3.1. Learning-management systems and/or web-conferencing software 

The first technological consideration is the selection of an appropriate Learning 

Management System (LMS), which is the web-tool that delivers the course 

content and engages the students with the course materials. The first place to 



look for an LMS is the institution hosting the language course. The three most 

popular platforms in educational contexts are Blackboard Learning System, 

WebCT (acquired in February 2006 by BlackBoard, Inc.), and Moodle. Moodle is 

an open source LMS, while BlackBoard and WebCT are available by 

subscription. These platforms are typically managed by a central office at each 

institution and have relatively fixed functionality and features, which are often 

not selected for their application to online language learning. When the in-house 

LMS is not set up to accommodate the multimedia tools necessary for language 

courses, or when an institution does not have an LMS available, there are 

multiple online learning platforms that allow for custom tools, such as 

Desire2Learn, Metacoon, OLAT (O nline L earning A nd T raining) Claroline, A 

tutor, and Sakai (See Appendix 1 for links to all the tools mentioned throughout 

the article). 

When choosing an LMS, language instructors should consider the following 

factors: ease of access and navigation; technical support; ability to incorporate 

necessary tools; ability to hide unnecessary tools; potential for interactivity (e.g., 

whether it allows students to incorporate content, create materials, and upload 

and download content, audio, and video); potential for monitoring student use 

(e.g., participation, time spent using tools, time spent on different activities, and 

performance); and potential for incorporating different types of assessment. 

Finally, an essential feature in an online language course is feedback, so before 

choosing an LMS, instructors should ask: Does the LMS provide opportunities 

for immediate feedback, both orally and in writing? Can students provide peer-

feedback? Can students and teachers access and retrieve past feedback for 

formative purposes? Because online foreign language courses require so much 



from their LMSs, the systems that are used successfully for other types of classes 

are frequently unsuitable. In order to work around this, many educators choose 

an LMS that meets some needs, and then have students use alternative tools for 

other applications, such as synchronous voice chatting. While this approach can 

work, it is not ideal because learners can get overwhelmed when they need to 

visit multiple websites for the same course. 

Web-conferencing applications are a flexible complement to LMSs. These 

packages are becoming popular among individual educators who do not want to 

be constrained by the LMSs used in their institutions and want to use a tool that 

allows them to meet their students virtually. Some of the most popular and 

comprehensive of these tools are: Elluminate Live!, Adobe Acrobat Connect Pro, 

Wimba, and Dimdim. The first three products listed require a subscription while 

Dimdim has both free and for-pay versions. All of these web-conferencing tools 

have similar features: They permit audio, video and text conferencing, they can 

display PowerPoint presentations, they have an interactive whiteboard, they 

allow guided web browsing and desktop sharing, they allow for simple 

feedback, they allow users to record sessions to be replayed (for those students 

that may have missed “class”), they work cross-platform, and they are password 

secured. According to Lavolette (2009) some of the advantages of Elluminate 

over the free version of Dimdim are that Elluminate is stable if the presenter logs 

out while in Dimdim if the presenter closes his/her computer the meeting also 

ends. In addition, Elluminate has better audio (especially for Mac users) and 

allows users to choose the resolution of presentations (although this makes the 

process more complicated). 



Web conferencing software does not typically incorporate the classroom 

management tools, such as gradebooks, assessments, and portfolios that come 

standard with LMSs, so instructors might need to use them in conjunction with 

some sort of course management software. Regardless of which LMS and 

conferencing tools are chosen, it is important to keep in mind that the instructor's 

methodological and pedagogical approach to the software and tools is critical for 

student success in an online course. 

3.2. Synchronous and asynchronous discussion tools and strategies for 

fostering interaction 

Effective online foreign language courses should employ a variety of tools for 

computer-mediated communication (CMC), so that learners can interact 

synchronously and asynchronously through text, audio, and/or video with other 

speakers of the language. Synchronous computer-mediated chat (SCMC) has 

been the subject of significant empirical research, and it offers several advantages 

to language learners. It has the potential to foster collaborative learning by 

linking geographically dispersed participants. It allows learners to interact and 

modify their discourse while engaging in meaningful "conversation” (Doughty & 

Long, 2003b). SCMC fosters student-centered interaction (Beavois, 1998; Chun, 

1994; Freiermuth, 2002; Kern, 1995; Warschauer, 1996), facilitates interactive 

competence (Chun, 1994; Kern, 1995), and promotes a sense of community 

(Darhower, 2000; Skinner & Austin, 1999, Wilkins, 1991). In addition, some 

research has shown that text-based CMC may indirectly improve speaking 

ability in a second language by developing the same cognitive mechanisms 

underlying spontaneous conversational speech in a second language (Beauvois, 



1998; Payne & Whitney, 2002). For a more in depth review of CMC research in 

SLA, see Blake (2008). 

In addition to the research findings on synchronous, text-based chat, there is also 

evidence that other types of computer-mediated communication can offer unique 

benefits to online language learners. Asynchronous computer-mediated chat 

(ACMC) is beneficial for L2 learners because it provides significantly more 

opportunities to communicate than either a traditional classroom or SCMC—

students can contribute at anytime from anywhere—and it allows for reflection 

on their developing interlanguage, permitting “more thoughtful” (Kol & 

Schcolnik p. 61) and syntactically more complex (Sotillo, 2000) interchanges than 

SCMC. And although most of the research on CMC has been done on text-based 

interchanges, recently there have been several studies on the potential of voice 

and video chat for language learning, which highlight the similarities of the 

medium to face-to-face conversation (Jauregi & Bañados, 2008; Yamada, 2009). A 

well-rounded online course should afford students opportunities to engage 

synchronously and asynchronously through both text and voice/video. 

Whereas most standard LMSs offer tools for CMC, especially for text-based 

communication, the inclusion of voice or video tools is rarer. There are multiple 

tools for synchronous CMC, most of them free of charge. Some of the most 

popular SCMC tools are Skype, AIM for Windows, MSN, Yahoo Messenger!, and 

Google Talk. Several websites can help learners locate interlocutors with whom 

to practice their L2 through text and audio/video chat. Some of the most popular 

are EyeBall Chat, Camfrog, and PalTalk. In addition, sites like Google Groups 

and Yahoo groups provide spaces for learners to interact in the target language 



with people who have similar interests, providing a place for highly motivating 

and individualized language practice. Before determining whether to use text 

chat, audio chat, video chat, or (most likely) a combination of the three, 

instructors must consider the purpose of the activities, the number of 

participants, and the technical capabilities of the interlocutors. Audio chat 

requires a headset and microphone, video chat requires a webcam, and both 

require more bandwidth than simple text chatting. 

As for asynchronous CMC , some of the first tools employed for language 

learning were Forums and Bulletin Boards, which are still incorporated in most 

LMSs, where the teacher or a student would post a question or a comment to 

which all other class participants would respond. Blogs are the second 

generation of Bulletin Boards--basically they are open journals written on a web 

platform. Blogs are chronologically organized with the most recent posting first, 

and users can include text, multimedia, and active links. In addition to allowing 

students to practice L2 reading and writing skills, blogs also give them 

opportunities to collaborate, persuade, contend and develop ideas as individuals 

and as part of a group in a public arena, rather than in the closed environment of 

a classroom forum, a factor which gives them a “sense of agency” (Gallagher, 

2000; Stavrositu & Sundar, 2008). Blogs can be used as tools for reviewing, 

providing feedback (teacher-initiated or peer-peer), and as spaces for 

collaborative writing. To cater to the growing interest in blogs as an alternative to 

forums and bulletin boards, numerous sites now offer simple, ready-to-use blog 

services (e.g., Blogger, WordPress, or Moveable Type), and there are also blogs 

created specifically for educational purposes (e.g., Blogs2Teach, 

weblogs4schools, The modern languages blog, Eslblog). 



Although blogs can be used for collaborative writing, the chronological order of 

the postings limits their interactive potential. Wikis, on the other hand, 

encourage truly collaborative writing efforts. The term "Wiki" ("quick" or "fast" in 

Hawaiian) is short for WikiWikiWeb, an open-editing system in which anybody 

can edit, add, or delete content to a page. The most popular Wiki is certainly 

Wikipedia, a publicly-created encyclopedia that has swiftly reached mammoth 

proportions (see LeLoup & Ponterio, 2006 for an evaluation of its use for 

language learning). Wikispaces is an environment in which wikis can be created 

easily for classroom purposes. As with blogs, the potential of wikis for language 

learning lies in their collaborative nature and the potential that this has for L2 

writing acquisition. Godwin-Jones (2003) provides an excellent review of blogs 

and wikis as language tools. 

Due to the wide variety of tools available for CMC, it is important to keep in 

mind that there are often logistical scheduling constraints with synchronous 

CMC, especially when grouping students across time zones. Further, while there 

are advantages to using different tools for different tasks, asking students to use, 

for example, an LMS, web-conferencing software, external SCMC software, a 

blog, and a wiki has the potential of requiring students to log into five different 

programs, which is likely to result in infrequent and inconsistent use. It might 

make sense to choose one or two tools that can cover as many of the possible 

CMC functionalities to increase the likelihood of participation. In addition, 

instructors should take learner level and course goals into consideration when 

choosing tools; writing-intensive tools, such a wikis and blogs, would be most 

beneficial for an online course that focuses on L2 writing. And while access to 

fluent speakers and expert performances is one of the most significant 



advantages of web-based language courses, instructors must have students 

access these resources carefully. When using CMC with younger students, it is 

essential to ensure that their chat rooms are private and do not allow people to 

come in from outside the course without an invitation from the teacher. Finally, 

just as with the LMS and any web conferencing software, students will need 

tutorials in how to use the various CMC tools as well as chances to practice with 

them under low-stakes conditions. 

3.3. Audio and video discourse 

The adaptation of existing media to the field of second language learning is a 

process that is far from complete, and “the dizzying array of technologically 

feasible options in distance learning” (Doughty & Long, 2003b) remains vastly 

underexploited. For example, given the nature of the field, the insertion of video 

and audio in materials to be viewed on- and off-line is highly desirable, yet many 

materials developers continue to rely on inauthentic, scripted exchanges. Online 

instructors should use genuine audio and video whenever appropriate, 

modifying and elaborating the input to make it match the learners' needs. There 

are many easy-to-use tools that allow the creation and manipulation of audio, 

such as Audacity, which is free software, as well as WavePad for Windows and 

Sound Studio for MacOS, which are available for purchase. As for video, from 

simple programs such as Windows Movie Maker (a Windows application) or 

iMovie (for Mac) to more sophisticated options, such as Corel VideoStudio ProX2 

, there are multiple tools on the market that allow the creation of videos that can 

be incorporated into online courses. In addition, students can use these audio 

and video tools to work collaboratively in the target language. 



One way to incorporate audio in online courses is podcasting, which refers to the 

online broadcasting of streaming and/or downloadable files. Students can 

receive these files electronically as an mp3 file, listen to them on their mp3 

players, and manipulate them with several programs. Podcasts can be used in 

the language classroom as a source of input (created by the teacher or by others), 

they can be used in conjunction with written text, such as questions for listening 

and comprehension exercises, or they can be created and distributed by the 

students. A common source of podcasts is iTunes and its podcast section 

“Education.” Other popular podcast sites are Digital Podcast, Podcastalley, and 

Weblogs. Podcasts are available in different languages, with either a pedagogic 

objective or as an information source (see, for example, the BBC, Toefl Podcast, 

BBC Mundo, or Chinese Pod). 

3.4. Simulations, virtual worlds, and Massively Multiplayer Online Gaming 

Spaces (MMOGS) 

These “game-like” tools are some of the newest technological applications with 

potential educational value (Gee, 2003, 2005; Jenkins & Squire, 2004; 

Steinkuehler, 2008). Simulations help create a student-centered environment that 

promotes interaction and collaboration (Godwin-Jones, 2004 ; Schwienhorst, 

2002) , allowing students to set their own goals (Bryant, 2006). Simulations can 

offer students increased opportunities for practice by using computerized 

interlocutors in a practice-oriented environment (Morton & Jack, 2005) and by 

restricting the amount of teacher-talk (Sharrock & Watson, 1987). For language 

learning, simulations have a positive effect on motivation and achievement, 

particularly on the understanding of vocabulary for specific purposes, and the 



assimilation of cultural issues (García-Carbonell et al., 2001; Sykes, Oskoz & 

Thorne, 2008; Thorne & Black, 2008; Zheng, 2004). In order to be effective for 

language learning, these tools must be carefully integrated into online courses in 

order to compensate for the complexities of the technology (Deutschmann et. al., 

2009; von der Emde et al., 2001 ). 

3.5. Interactive language materials 

One of the benefits of online courses is that they can easily include a wide variety 

of interactive multimedia activities with individualized feedback. Despite this, 

the multimedia used in technology-mediated language training is often quite 

static. For example, little use has been made of exercises that require the 

movement of audio or video clips to match, sequence, or group phrases – 

activities that are a fundamental step beyond the linear listening exercises 

presented in the traditional tape-and-textbook scenario (Brett & González-Lloret, 

2009). While it is straightforward to locate authentic video and audio clips on the 

web, innovative online teaching should go farther and include interactive 

activities. 

There are many software packages available that allow users, both teachers and 

students, to manipulate audio and video to create multimedia projects. Some of 

these are: GISMO, CLIC, Adobe Authorware 2, Malted , Flash, and Director. For a 

review of these tools, see Brett and González-Lloret (2009). Some of these 

products are quite complex and require programming experience and/or 

training, but the most widely used materials development software among 

educators, Hot Potatoes, is user-friendly. This program is free of charge for 



educational institutions and produces JavaScript-based exercises that are suitable 

for on- and offline use. Instructors can create a wide variety of exercises, 

including multiple-choice, jumbled sentences, crosswords, matching/ordering, 

and gap-fill. Graphics, pictures, audio and video can be incorporated in the 

activities, and the materials developer can provide feedback to learners in a 

variety of ways. 

4. Provide instructors and students with sufficient training 

The final guiding principle for online language courses is training—in order to 

teach effectively, foreign language instructors should be trained in online 

language instruction as well as relevant technological tools (Bonk & Dennen, 

2003; Dennen & Bonk, 2007; Hampel & Stickler, 2005). Instructors new to online 

teaching benefit from guidelines for participation and interaction, such as staying 

“visible” in the classroom by responding to student discussions and assignments 

as quickly and as thoughtfully as possible. It is important to prepare instructors 

for the time commitment involved when teaching online. “[T]imely feedback can 

be an important time workload issue for the instructor or mentor teaching online. 

There is no doubt that online instruction is more time intensive and requires 

more continuous attention in order to provide timely responses to student needs 

than does traditional presential instruction” (Carr-Chellman & Duchastel, 2000, 

p. 235). Because effective language courses are focused on interaction, instructors 

should try to engage the students in communication through computer-mediated 

chat, asynchronous discussions, real-time voice chat, and assignments that 

require student-student interaction. In order to do this, instructors must 

understand how turn-taking and other conversational conventions “translate” to 



CMC and assist students as they negotiate this type of technology-mediated 

communication. Matching online language instructors with an experienced 

mentor is one way to enhance instructor training—having access to archived 

versions of effective online courses can go a long way towards preparing 

teachers for distance instruction. 

As for students, they should be given detailed information about expectations for 

online learning, tutorials for the course's technological tools, and access to an 

archive of frequently asked questions. Students must engage with the content, 

with the instructor, and with other learners while adhering to the course 

schedule and other requirements. When students are prepared for the online 

classroom, their study time can be devoted to the activities and materials that 

will facilitate language learning, rather than learning how the environment 

works through trial and error or troubleshooting technical difficulties. 

5. Conclusion 

Distance courses are rapidly proliferating and online language courses are 

becoming more commonplace. In order to be successful, online foreign language 

courses must be based on methodological and pedagogic principles based on 

SLA research, while maximizing the advantages of the Internet, by, for example, 

providing students with access to multimedia, genuine discourse, and expert 

speakers. It is essential for the success of any online course, and especially a 

foreign language course, to establish a sense of community among teacher and 

students, choose course content that is relevant and appropriate to students' 

language learning needs, and incorporate technological tools that complement 



the course content and facilitate the tasks. Practical training cannot be 

overlooked. Teachers new to the online environment must be prepared to teach 

online in terms of both technology and pedagogy, and online learners must be 

prepared so they can participate appropriately. 

As more online courses are offered, it is imperative to collect empirical data on 

their effectiveness so that we can evaluate and revise our course design 

recommendations. In addition to evaluating courses based on learner 

performance (see, e.g., Blake, 2009, Blake, et. al., 2008, and Volle, 2005), 

researchers must seek out feedback from online learners so that instructors and 

course developers can take their experiences into account as they design and 

deliver online language courses (Lai, et. al., 2008). Finally, while we have listed 

many resources and technological tools throughout (see Appendix 1 for all 

resources and links to more information) these are just examples, which will 

quickly be replaced as newer and more powerful ones are developed. Online 

learning courses should evolve as fast as the technology progresses. New 

programming is giving way to increasingly realistic graphics and interfaces, 

which will soon allow students to have more life-like interactions with simulated 

interlocutors. More sophisticated programming will also bring more interactive 

activities with sensorial multimedia and accurate, individualized feedback. As 

new tools and technologies become available they should be considered with 

respect to their role in the SLA process so that they are used judiciously and 

appropriately in online language courses. 
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Appendix 1 

Resources that might be helpful when establishing an online foreign language 

class 

(1) Throughout this article, online or distance instruction refers to instructor-

mediated courses where all of the content and interactions are web-based. 

Online/distance courses are different from web-enhanced or blended courses, 

which integrate some online instruction with traditional, face-to-face classroom-

based teaching. While the recommendations and practices discussed here are 

intended for use in fully online courses, most of them can be adapted for web-

enhanced or blended language courses as well. 



(2) Genuine discourse is that which has not been modified from its original form, 

while authentic discourse can be created for authentic classroom purposes 

without necessarily being genuine. Authenticity can be conferred on a text by 

virtue of the use to which it is put by a particular group in a particular situation. 

See Taylor (1994) for a discussion of authenticity in language classrooms. 
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